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CHAPTER I

A SURVEY OF SHAKESPEAREAN SCHOLARSHIP
ON

LOVE AND MARRIAGE

Marriage is a matter of more worth
Than to he dealt with by attorneyship.

I Henry VI, V, v, 55-56.

Suffolk's words apply most appropriately to the 
dearth of treatments concerning marriage itself in the at
torneyship of Shakespearean criticism. To anyone interested 
in Shakespeare* s treatment of marriage, virtually the only 
method of obtaining the knowledge from the critics has been 
a laborious gleaning of single lines from among many hundreds 
of paragraphs devoted mainly to the romantic charm of love 
prior to marriage.

Seldom have the heroes and heroines of Shakespeare's 
plays been given separate critical treatment as married 
lovers. Anna Jameson-1- amassed a great deal of critical 
material on Shakespeare's heroines, very little of which was

Oallotted to the woman in marriage. Agnes MacKenzie devoted 
a lengthy book solely to the women in the plays and failed 
to include more than a few lines about the married women as

xAnna B. Jameson, Shakespeare's Heroines (Philadelphia: 
Henry Altemus, 1899).

^Agnes MacKenzie, The Women in Shakespeare's Plays 
(Garden City: Doubleday, 1921+) •
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such. Frank Harris^ began to write discursively but well 
on the women of Shakespeare and ended by defending Mary 
Fitton as the dark lady of the Sonnets, while E. E. Stolid- 
concentrated on both men and women as young unmarried 
lovers. When Shakespeare* s philosophy of love is examined, 
as it has been by H. H. Horned and John Vyvyan^, it is done 
primarily in terms of premarital romantic love. Not much 
space has been devoted to treating marriage in Shakespeare* s 
plays. It seems to have been ignored in any expanded treat
ment largely because the calm dignity of married love seems 
rather anti-climactic after the tempests of lovers’ ro
mances .

It was not until 1921 that an article of any substance 
on this subject appeared. In that year G. H. Herford wrote 
his joyously appreciative essay, "Shakespeare* s Treatment of 
Love and Marriage." Herford contended that Shakespeare’s 
preferences were clear, that what he liked in marriage he 
presented repeatedly, and that what he disliked he presented 
scarcely at all.^

3Frank Harris, The Women of Shakespeare (London: 
Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1911).

^E. E. Stoll, Shakespeare* s Young Lovers (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1937)•

3*H. H. Horne, Shakespeare’s Philosophy of Love 
(Raleigh: Edwards and Broughton, 19i|-5>) •

6John Vyvyan, Shakespeare and the Rose of Love (New 
York: Barnes and Noble^ I960.

?C. H. Herford, Shakespeare* s Treatment of Love and 
Marriage and other Essays (London: T3 Fisher Unwin Ltd.,
i92i), p. r r .
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It is possible from a reading of Herford's essay to 

set down a Shakespearean norm of love relations in marriage. 
It is a passion of a disciplined and natural aspect that 
leads as a matter of course to marriage, completing the man 
and fulfilling the woman.

Married life, as Shakespeare habitually represents it, 
is the counterpart, mutatis mutandis, of his represen
tation of unmarried lovers. His husbands and wives 
have less of youthful abandon; they rarely speak of 
love, and still more rarely with lyric ardor, or cor- 
ruscations of poetic wit. But they are no less true.
The immense field of dramatic motives based on in
fringements of marriage, so fertile in the hands of 
his successors, and in most of the other schools of 
drama, did not attract Shakespeare, and he touched it 
only occasionally and for particular purposes.°
\ Herford seems to have shared the view that marriage 

in Shakespeare is a calm sea after the stormy zest of court

ship.
In direct contrast to Herford's incisively apprecia

tive essay is one on the same subject written two years 
later by E. E. Kellett. * 9 Mr. Kellett's crabbed and gloomy 
fancy strives in the course of twenty pages to show with a 
worm's eye that Shakespeare failed, in regard to marriage, 
to hold a mirror up to nature. Shakespeare, Kellett pro
claims, repeatedly relegates marriage to the position of

8(3. H. Herford, Shakespeare's Treatment of Love and 
Marriage and Other Essays (London: T. Fisher Unwin Ltd., 
19 2 1), pp. 19-Hü“

9E. E. Kellett, "Shakespeare and Marriage," 
Suggestions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1923).
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problem-solver in his plots and limns marital portraits of 
such cankerous dishonour that no gentleman would have used 
them, even imaginatively, as plot solutions.

He attempts to show "that on this subject Shakespeare 
held views so degrading that it is impossible to regard him 
as a man of lofty or strict character,"10 As a sop to jus
tice, Mr. Kellett maintains that views such as Shakespeare 
held here are their own punishment since they are "by far 
the most seriously literary defect in Shakespeare1s work."
It is unnecessary to point out that Two Gentlemen of Verona 
is regarded as the most shameful view of marriage ever ex
hibited to the world, or that Cymbellne, because of its 
contempt for women, is an example of Shakespeare1 s genius 
thrown to waste.

Just as Herford is all for, so Kellett is all against, 
regarding Shakespeare1s presentation of marriage, and a 
great deal of research has revealed little else that is not 
either trivial or barren of reward. It is the purpose of 
this thesis, therefore, to investigate the relationship be
tween those of Shakespeare1s men and women known to be 
married. The principal investigation will be their personal 
relationship in marriage. The romance leading to an actual 
marriage in a play will be touched upon in relation to the 
portrayal of the subsequent married relationship.

10 Ibid., pp. 93-9U.



5
The question of Shakespeare* s personal attitude is 

bound to arise. There is a view that the events of his life 
are mirrored in his plays and that his characters mouth 
words of joy or sadness according as Shakespeare felt these 
emotions himself while writing the plays. We do not know that 
this is true. To explain the plays biographically is a 
matter of scholarly surmise. Shakespeare was a creator in 
that, apart from his sources, he made his characters out of 
nothing, gave them life, and made them act as they did, 
faced with the circumstances he put them in. He wrote plays 
that would do well at the theatre and public taste was his 
guide. He did not consciously use his characters to tell 
the story of his own life. No presuppositions about 
Shakespeare* s attitude toward marriage are assumed in this 
study. If the context of his plays reveals part of his 
heart’s regard in marriage, then it is the unconscious ex
posure that is part of any artistic effort.



CHAPTER II

MARRIAGE IN SHAKESPEARE’ S TIME

Necessity will make us all forsworn. . .
For every man with his affects is born,
Not by might mastered but by special grace.

Love’s Labour’s Lost, I, i, llj.8~50.

It would be tiresome to add to the burden of cliches 
that have accumulated in an effort to re-express the gaiety 
and expansiveness that characterized the Elizabethan 
Englishman. To as many critics, he was as variously many 
things, but more nearly he was a man placed as it were on a 
threshold between two visions. Behind lay the slow but 
ordered progress of the Middle Ages, while ahead, spawned 
by the Renaissance, lay immense prospects, apparent wherever 
the sight or imagination cared to settle. The sea was open, 
fortunes waited in trade, defeated enemies cowered abroad, 
and past glories easily remembered stirred in English 
hearts a robust, dare-anything spirit.

The exuberance of the vision before did not obscure 
the calm of the vision behind that the world was a place of 
ordered degree. It was indeed a world of order and the 
Elizabethans clung to and worshipped the classical ideals 
of the ancient world, being particularly devoted to the 
sanctity of degree. Shakespeare's Ulysses wears Greek
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armour and stands on a plain in Asia Minor but the words 
from his mouth are those of an Elizabethan Englishman.

0, when degree is shak1d
Which is the ladder to all high designs,
Then enterprise is sick’. How could communities,
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,
Peaceful commerce from dividable shares,
The primogenitye and due of birth,
Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,
But by degree, stand in authentic pose?
Take away degree, untune that string,
And, hark, what discord follows1.!

The Renaissance in sixteenth century England, 
although it stimulated the expression of national 
self-consciousness and opened new fields of experience to 
the individual, did little to weaken the bonds of custom 
that prevailed in the social order. If the stability that 
prevailed in the political order encouraged Englishmen to 
try new things in politics, trade or theatre, there was 
little stimulus to invention in the customs relating to 
home and family life. The authority of parents over children 
in Shakespeare’s day was as strictly based on inherited "por
tions'1 as it had been in the twelfth century. Gentlemen 
were as careful of their honour as ever their medieval pre
decessors had been. The schools taught the essentially 
English system of education as they had for centuries. Dress 
increased somewhat in splendor but the styles for everyday 
living changed but little.

The Elizabethan concept of an orderly world is more

■^Troilus and Cressida, I, iii, 107-116.
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difficult to see in the diversity of attitudes toward 
marriage. In the England of Shakespeare’s day there seem 
to have been two levels of regard concerning the neces
sities of man’s life and nature that led to marriage. On 
the one hand was the distant view through a glass of sophis
tication as in Francis Bacon’s essays "Of Love" and "Of 
Marriage and Single Life," and on the other hand the ex
pedient practicalities of writers like Alexander Nicholles 
who wrote A Discourse of Marriage and Wiving. Bacon's sen
tentious essays and Nicholles’ wordy admonitions reveal that 
Elizabethans held several conflicting and widely separated 
attitudes about the love that ends in marriage.

"Of Love" seems to view all love with a jaundiced
eye and only at the end are we advised that "Nuptiall love
maketh Mankinde: Friendly love perfecteth it; but Wanton

2love corrupteth and Imbaseth it." The pompous imprecision 
of the piece makes love cover everything from vice to virtue. 
It would seem that Bacon simultaneously acknowledges and 
frowns on the force and effects of love's emotions. The 
essay "Of Marriage and Single Life" declares that wives 
and children are hostages given to fortune but concedes that 
"wives are young men’s mistresses, companions for middle age, 
and old men’s nurses." In answer to the question when a man 
should marry, Bacon quotes Diogenes in saying, "A young man

^Francis Bacon, "Of Love," Essays, (World Classics 
edition, London: Oxford University Press, 1937), P« ^1»
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not yet, an elder man not at all."

In direct contrast to the scientific pedantry of
Francis Bacon is the prolix enthusiasm of Alexander
Nicholles. This "Batchelour in an Art he never yet put in
Practice" devotes chapter two of his Discourse to the
"Excellency of Marriage, with the consequences and Uses
thereof." Nicholles avoids entirely the romantic fiction
that marriage was to be entered only to achieve the dream of
love and its aesthetic satisfactions. To this practical
Englishman marriage was the act that made man part of society
and he could not help but extol its salutary greatness, "for
he that hath no wife, is said to be as a man in the midst of
the sea perishing for want of this ship to waft him to shore."

Besides this, in the marriage, the very name whereof 
should portend unto the merry-age, thou not only 
unitest unto thyself a friend, and comfort for society, 
but also a companion for pleasure, and in some sort 
a servant for profit too, for a wife is all these; 
besides by the excellency and blessing of this insti
tution thou continuest thy name and thy likeness, and 
thy generation walks upon earth, and so livest in thy
similitude, in spite of death..... and so makest thy
body immortal, like thy soul and not only by this dost 
thou add to the ' sons of earth1 but to the 1 saints of 
heaven.' 3

The dichotomy between the necessity for marriage and 
the attitude of condescension toward it as one of the worse 
elements in the bad bargain of man’s nature was the result,

3Alexander Nicholles, A Discourse of Marriage and 
Wiving (London, 1615)• Reprinted in the Harleian Miscellany, 
London, 1809. Vol. II, p. 160.
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only in part, of a philosophical ideal that remained from 
the Middle Ages. Advice and admonitions from medieval 
pulpits often failed to make the necessary distinctions be
tween "should be" and "is."

Where healthy human nature seems to demand some posi
tive doctrine of sexual happiness, they speak only, 
as in the realm of public affairs, of sin and tempta
tion, of forbidden pleasures and lusts, of needful 
fears and repressions, haunted by the same old shadow 
of Original Sin, the same primitive ascetical ideals 
as their ancestors. Woman's chief glory - not merely 
her little foibles and excesses - is by them accounted 
a snare and a delusion, her greatest field of activity 
little better than a wilderness of briars and pitfalls k

It must not be assumed that Bacon or Nicholles were
alonp in writing as they did. They represent fellow writers 
who echoed the same sentiments by way of as many diverse 
opinions. John Selden's cynical quip that "Marriage is a 
desparate thing, the ffrogs of Esop were extreme wise, they
had a great mind to some water but would not leape into the

* c.
well for fear of not getting out,"'" is matched with reserva
tions by Richard Brathwayt's "The best purchase is a good 
wife, and the worst is her contrary.

Maxims and saws on the subject reflect a generally 
pejorative regard for women and one may deduce that most of

Ôr, R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval 
England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell^ 1961). p. 377•

^John Selden, Table Talk (London, 1689), p. 1+8.

^Richard Brathwayt, Essays Upon $he Five Senses 
(London, 1625)» p. 78.
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the coiners of phrase were men.

A woman, a dog, and a walnut tree,
The more you beat them, the better they be.
Who takes a woman foul unto his wife,
Doth penance daily all his life.
Whose horse is white and wife is fair,
His head is never void of care.
He, that a fit wife luckily doth wed,
In mind, birth, age, keeps long a quiet bed.
Lust never takes delight in what is due,
But breaks a marriage to seek anew.
As goodliest gardens are not void of weeds,
So fairest wives oft fain to do bad deeds.
A man who takes a nimble-tongued wife,
Bids fair to live a wretched life.

They wrote from different views and each gave ground 
to the other. Bacon quite specifically notes that "Nuptiall 
love maketh mankinde." The type of love attacked by Bacon 
is "Wanton love which corrupteth." Nicholles similarly 
declares that "some undergo this as a curse instead of a 
blessing, merely for lust, choosing their wives unfitly, as 
adulteresses."

Franklin Dickey has effectively summarized the view
in which temperate nuptial love was held:

Barring Burton and Montaigne who value temperance 
so highly that they distrust even the excess of 
love for virtue, writers have nothing but good to 
say of this affection. About this mean love, that 
which stands between amor intellectualis del and 
the sin of luxuria, no dissenting voice is raised. 
Sanctioned by Calvin and Luther in their fight against 
the celibate Roman clergy, temperate married love 
became in effect the ideal of human love for
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Protestant Englishmen. The tribute paid celibacy 
and purely spiritual love, although doubtless sin
cere, is a bit hollow-sounding to modern ears, for 
both Calvin and Luther make it clear that such con
trol is possible only to a very limited number, and 
that it is presumptuous for the ordinary citizen to 
aspire to this extremely rare gift.'

Love and marriage in Elizabethan England inspired, 
whether on the stage or in the home, confusing, vigorous, 
and lengthy opinions in as many heads as cared to mull them 
over. The one represented by the practicalists and authors 
of the conduct books seemed to carry the most weight.

The Elizabethan concept of marriage was ideally 
spiritual and the rigid rules which bound both its spiritual 
and practical areas left little room for experimentation. 
Derived in part from Aristotle and St. Paul's Epistles, 
Renaissance opinion considered the family as the first 
and basic unit of society, a little kingdom exactly anal
ogous, on a smaller scale, to the larger units of Church 
and State. The corollary was that knowledge of a family’s 
proper conduct, and of a man’s duties and privileges there, 
would enable him to understand and accept his rightful place 
in society. This knowledge was published in conduct books 
and ethical treatises which were so numerous and so popular 
that by 1591 Henry Smith admitted in his "Preparative to 
Marriage" that he "went upon a Theame which many have

O
traversed before mee."

"^Franklin Dickey, Not Wisely But Too Well (San 
Marino: The Huntington Library, 1957)» p. 25»

O
°Henry Smith, "A Preparative to Marriage," The Sermons 

of Master Henry Smith (London, 1591), p. 3»



13
This much traveled path showed that marriage was a 

duty not only to self but to the nation and the family. 
Only utter selfishness would prevent men from assuming 
that state responsible for their own entrance into the 
world.

Erasmus forthrightly stated the case: "What is a 
more unkinde acte than to deny that to your youngers, which 
if ye took not from your elders, you could not be he that

Qmight deny?" The sentiment was expressed just as strongly
a few years later by Pierre de la Primaudaye. "By wedlock
copulation we come into the world, and by the same we leave
others behind us to continue that propagation which hath en
dured from our ancestors to us"^

The attitude toward bachelorhood was something akin
to the ancient Spartan view and the bachelor at best was a
purblind bumbler who, inevitably and hopefully, would see
his errors and justify the words of Francis Lenton by

courting each handsome object, His veins being full 
of Venus, and his heart of Cupid's darts, which in 
a short time so sting him, that happily e'er long, 
he salutes Hymen and proves an honest man: for the 
obtaining whereof in his former estate he was far out 
of his way, except made an eunuch, and consequently

^Desiderius Erasmus, A ryght fruteful Epystle devysed 
by the most excellent Clerke Erasmus in laude and prayse of 
matrymony translated into Englishe by Richard Tavernour 
(London, 1530?), p. •

■^Pierre de la Primaudaye, The French Academie (London, 
16 18), p. 199.
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been hated by the softer sex for ever after.'1''1"

Besides, as Erasmus tellingly notes, "What good thing do 
ye ever read in all Scripture of bachelorship? Honorable
wedlock and the immaculate bridebed is spoken of.

12Bachelorship is not once named."
Of the reasons for entering marriage, aside from the 

fundamental one of continuing one’s stock, only a few of 
the most prominent will be named. Although C. S. Lewis was 
referring to the medieval aristocracy, his pronouncement 
about love in marriage could refer doubtless to the middle 
and upper classes during the Renaissance: "Marriages had 
nothing to do with love, and ’no nonsense’ about love was 
tolerated. All matches were matches of interest...."13

Depending on the wealth of her family, a girl was 
expected to bring as dowry to her husband a fairly large 
sum of money. As a result, among the middle class as well 
as the nobility, the material aspects of a match tended to 
relegate the romantic personal aspects to the background.
A well-made English marriage was based on a sound and monied 
basis. Even the ascetic Francis Bacon succumbed at the

■^Francis Lenton, Characterismi: Or Lenton’s Leasures 
Expressed in Essayes (London, 1631), p. 8 7•

12Desiderius Erasmus, A ryght fruteful Epystle devysed 
by the most excellent Clerke Erasmus in laude and prayse of 
matrymony translated Into Englishe by Richard Tavernour 
(London, 1530?), p. 12*

13C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love (London: Oxford 
University Press, 193871 p. 13*



tardy age of forty-five by marrying an alderman's daughter so 
he could pay his debts. The paragon of English chivalry, Sir 
Philip Sydney, married, not the girl to whom he was drawn by 
love, but the well-endowed lady whose wealth made his posi
tion secure at court. To paraphrase Petruchio, to wive it 
wealthily was to wive it happily.

Strong sentiments were expressed in opposition, how
ever. "'Tis to be feared," said Thomas Fuller, "that they 
that marry where they do not love, will love where they do 
not m a r r y . i n  the main, however, if business and love 
came to a match, business had the upper hand.

x Marriage also offered a method of advancing in the 
social scale and while the saying that "every Jack would be 
a Gentleman" was only partially true, it was certainly true 
that the doctrine of degree did not prohibit marriage being 
used this way. There were obstacles since gentility was 
transmitted, by law, only through the male line. It was an 
obstacle that was ignored in a great many cases. One of 
the claims on John Shakespeare's application for a coat of
arms was the fact that he had married the daughter of Robert

19Arden of Wilmcote, gentleman. ^

The picture of woman presented in most of the conduct 
books and other "ryght fruteful monicions" is, from a 
twentieth century view, that of a most unemancipated

■^Thomas Fuller, The Holy State and The Profane State 
(London, I6ip2), p. H4..

15Pierce Butler, Materials For The Life of Shakespeare 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1930), pp» 
101- 102.

15
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creature. The typical husband of the period thought of 
the perfect wife as a good housekeeper and mother rather 
than as a companion. A favorite theme for sermons on this 
subject was to harp on a verse from the first Epistle to the 
Corinthians: "Neither was the man created for the woman but
the woman for the man..."1  ̂ Women were to submit themselves 
to their husbands and their husbands then would love them. 
Submission came first and served as a basis for love.

William Gouge divided a wife's duty into two parts,
the first "a necessary subjection," the subjection of order
and the second a voluntary one of duty which "is that duti-
full respect which inferiours carry towards those whom God
hath set over them...and under this phrase (submit your
selves) all the duties which a wife oweth to a husband are
comprised."^  This was not to deny a wife her natural means
of expression nor was it an attempt to establish an ideal
subservience. Women would inevitably come to cross purposes
with their husbands but they were expected to do so in a
spirit of obedience. A good wife would wait for the ebbing
of her husband's anger before mildly acquitting herself, for
"in a family it bodeth most bad when two firebals (husbands

l8and wives anger) come both together."
A husband in turn was expected to assert himself.

l6I Cor. 11:9.

■^William Gouge, Of Domesticall Duties (London,
1622), p. 26.

^Thomas Fuller, The Holy State and The Profane State 
(London, l6i|2), pp. 1-2.
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His love for his wife and his ruling here were not inimi
cal to each other. A man’s authority in the home was lost 
only if he failed to use it and uxorious husbands were 
cautioned to avoid "all fondnesse, (a sick love, to be 
praised in none, and pardoned onely in the newly married)
whereby more have wilfully betrayed their command, than

19ever lost it be their wives rebellion..."
English women probably asserted their rights and 

enjoyed a degree of freedom which escaped their continen
tal sisters. An English husband's way was expected to be 
hard, and hand in hand with the conduct books’ pious anxiety 
to establish male authority was a marked penchant for 
enumerating "proofs" that women had many more innate faults 
than men. Pierre de la Primaudaye listed the following 
jocular reminders:

Neither forget the saying' of Hipponactus, that of one 
marriage, only two good days are to be hoped for, 
namely the marriage day, and the day of the wives death.
Women and shippes are never so well rigged that 
there still remaineth something to be amended.
Riches breed care, povertie griefe, failing 
terrifieth, eating hindereth, walking wearieth.
All these troubles are dispersed or divided 
amongst many but married men have them all at once.
As Philemon said: That a wife is a necessarie and 
perpetuall evill to her husband. Whereunto that old 
proverb agreeth, That a good wife, a good mule, and 
a goode goat are three naughty beasts.

19Ibid., p. 8



There was a man, who, hearing it preached that
all who would be saved must bear a crosse, ran to his
wife and laid her upon his neck.
He that trusteth to a woman is as safe as he 
that hangeth by the leaves of a tree in the end 
of Autumne.^O

The minimum age at which a couple might enter marriage 
was stipulated by both common and civil law at twelve years 
for a girl and fourteen for a boy, but it was generally felt 
that each should be o l d e r . W i l l i a m  Gouge felt that dis
parity in age was not a source of contention so long as the 
man was older and since "according to the ordinarie course
of nature, a man's strength and vigour lasteth longer than a 

22woman', s."
The method of choosing a wife, aside from the 

material ones already mentioned, seemed to be based mainly 
on the common sense of likes marrying likes. "Some equali- 
tie in outward estate and wealth is also befitting the par
ties that are to be marled together, lest the disparitie 
therein make the one insult the other more than is meet."23 

A great deal of importance was laid on something 
both Smith and Nicholles called "fitnes," a quality which

20pierre de la Primaudaye, The French Academle 
(London, 1618), pp. 198-199.

21William Gouge, Of Domesticall Duties (London, 1622),
p. 180.

22Ibid., pp. 188-189.

18

23 Ibid., pp. 190
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they did not define but which, from the context of their
writing seems to mean not only a likeness of temperament
but a matching of the wife's temperament to the husband's
occupation. Osmund Lake pithily stated the ideal by saying
that a man should have "not only the wit to governe her,
but the wealth to maintaine her."* 2 *̂

Once joined in matrimony, it was recognized that the
basis for a peaceful union was to begin well by adjusting
to the character of the partner. Henry Smith's advice in
this matter rings true even today.

All the jarres almost which doe trouble the mariage 
band, doe arise of this, that one doth not hit the 
measure of the others heart, to apply themselves 
to eithers nature, whereby it cometh to passe, that 
neither can refraine when either is offended; but one 
sharpeneth the other, when they had need to be calmed. 
Therefore they must learn of Paul to fashion them
selves one to the other, if they would winne one 
another; and if any jarre doe arise, in no wise divide 
beds for it, for then the Sonne goeth downe upon their 
wrath, and the means of reconcilement is taken away.
Give passions no time: for if some man's anger stand 
but a night it turneth to malice, which is incurable.--5

Moral and ethical treatises alike emphasized that the 
physical union's surest base was the nurturing of a spiritu
al love and that attaching too much value to physical 
attainments was to strike a hollow bargain. This idealiza
tion of the real basis of the marriage bond has been

2^Osmund Lake, A Probe Theological (London, 1612),
p. 236.

2^Henry Smith, "A Preparative to Marriage," The
Sermons of Master Henry Smith (London, 1591, PP» 28-29»
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movingly expressed by Richard Brathwayt:

Therefore is a sympathy equally working, equally 
moving in the parties loving; nor is it beauty, 
nor any extreame motive so much enchaineth, as a 
sacred'secret infusion, concieved by an holy and 
heavenly influence...I never set my affection on 
marriage to strengthen me with friendship, my aim 
was the woman and the grounds of my love were her 
minds endowments... for she that is only outwardly 
fair deserves more to be lothed than loved, despised 
than pleased: a case beautifies the instrument 
but adds nothing to the accent; and goodness is more 
continuate than beauty.

The presence of children in a marriage was a sign 
that the marriage was initially a success. Children were 
the balm that healed many wounds between parents. They 
completed a marriage and their innocence and gentleness 
could do much to allay parental quarrels, for "when their 
father and mother fall out, they perke up between them 
like little mediators, and with many prettie sports make 
truce when others dare not speake to them."^"^ The conduct 
books were most explicit in delineating the duties incum
bent on parents, of which only a few were spiritual train
ing toward a good character, choosing a trade, and 
continuing the cycle of social life by providing them with

pO
good marriages.1" Children were the jewels in the crown

^Richard Brathwayt, Essays Upon The Five Senses 
(London, 1625)» p. 86.

2?Henry Smith, "A Preparative To Marriage," The 
Sermons of Master Henry Smith (London, 1591 )» PP» i|l-i+2.

2^William Gouge, Of Domesticali Duties (London, 1622),
p. 571.
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of marriage and became, in the words of Thomas Becon, their
parents’ "chief joy, felicity, and, next to God, their

29staff in old age."
Marriage was an enterprise of much giving and much 

taking and an Elizabethan could scarcely do worse than look 
to the words of Thomas Fuller concerning its perils and

joys*

Decieve not thyself by overexpecting happinesse
in the married estate...all the molestations of marriage
are abundantly recompensed with other comforts
which God bestoweth on them who make a wise choice
of a wife and observe God's rules.30

^Thomas Becon, The Catachisme of Thomas Becon 
(London, 15>8l), p. 202.

3°Thomas Fuller, The Holy State and The Profane State 
(London, 161+2), p. 213.



CHAPTER III

MARRIAGES "IN THE WORKSHOP" (1590-1597)

I Henry the Sixth (1591-1592)

That part of the Elizabethan marriage procedure 
which corresponds to the modern engagement was known as 
handfasting and was of two kinds, de futuro and de praesenti. 
De futuro betrothal was an exchange of vows to marry at some 
future time between two people able to do so. In most 
cases the ceremony was a confrontation between the two 
parties and consisted of the pronunciation of vows, the ex
changing of iron finger rings [annulf| and a kiss.1 When 
a marriage was a matter of high state policy, exceptions 
were sometimes made and the ceremony was conducted by proxy 
with a royal representative pronouncing the vow. In this 
play the reluctant Henry the VI sends Suffolk to act as 
proxy and secure the essentially political match with 

Margaret
And I again, in Henry’s royal name,
As deputy unto that gracious king,
Give thee her hand, for sign of plighted faith.

(V, iii, 160-162.)
Later the spirited Margaret, with a show of temper that 
foreshadows the ill to come, flares a contemptuous nostril 
at Suffolk’s kiss, disdaining it as a "peevish token."

1James Meehan, "Betrothal," Catholic Encyclopedia, 
15th ed., Vol. II, 1913, p. 538.
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De praesenti handfasting was a promise of marriage 

in the present and used the words "I do” as contrasted to 
the de futuro "I will." Cohabitation between the parties 
rendered both types of contracts binding.2

II Henry the Sixth (1590-1591)

King Henry and Queen Margaret

For what is wedlock forced but a hell,
An age of discord and continual strife?
Whereas the contrary bringeth bliss
And is a pattern of celestial peace.

(V, v, 62-65.)
x The marriage of Henry and Margaret is a state affair, 

contracted for the good ©f kingdoms and inconsiderate of the 
affairs of individuals. Henry wants no wife but only the 
world of holy rituals and prayers. Margaret wants her 
wishes heeded and if any husband at all, one of strength and 
blood. The prayerful shrinking Henry makes a most inaus
picious start with his Queen. His first greeting to her is 
fraught with the expressed desire that she shall somehow 
aid him in saving his soul. His first greeting to her is a 
prayer of thanks to God for sending him a spiritual help
mate, He seems totally unaware of what he has in the tiger
ish Margaret and her first words to him are clothed with 
that ornate and superficially subservient hypocrisy which

^Lu Emily Pearson, Elizabethans At Home (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1957)» p. 315»



will characterize her relations with Henry. Warned by the 
Duchess of Gloster that Margaret is a husband-managing 
woman and would handle him like a babe, the King refuses to 
believe her. The Elizabethan dictum that the authority of 
husbands is lost more by indulgence than by wifely rebellion 
is never more true. Although confined somewhat by the stric
tures of historical fact, the picture presented of this 
marriage is one of unhappiness, wherein a weak and ineffec
tual husband is advantaged by a strong-willed and cunning 
wife.

The Duke and Duchess of Gloster

This Duke, faithful to his King, has the mixed for
tune of being married to a woman whose love for her husband 
is tainted with ambition. She is devoted to him but does not 
conceal her disappointment at his lack of drive and failure 
to answer his accusers. Her devotion to him is evident in 
the speech where they compare dreams. They seem to have the 
"fitnes" so much extolled by the authors of the Elizabethan 
conduct books. Duchess Nell makes up in ambition what her 
husband lacks in high design and her failure to "banish the 
canker of ambitious thought," so solicitously advised by 
Gloster, is her downfall. Apprehended in witchcraft, she 
is sentenced to be banished. Gloster bears news of the 
sentence placidly. Nell blames him for this when they meet 
in the street on the way to her banishment. She chides him 
and predicts that his very meekness will bring the axe down
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on his head. Gloster shows his love by trying to ignore 
this tirade and by asking her keeper to do her kindnesses. 
Nell is banished and Gloster ultimately murdered.

There is a parallel here with the marriage of Henry 
and Margaret. Gloster too is married to an ambitious woman,
somewhat more loving than Margaret, but nonetheless devoted$
to furthering wild schemes for her husband's sake. Her 
single-minded devotion looms larger than her obedience.

Ill Henry the Sixth (1590-1591)

King Henry and Queen Margaret

This marriage is a continuation of the relationship 
depicted in II Henry VI. Here Margaret assumes all control. 
Henry retires to his prayers and is taken prisoner and 
killed. Margaret is driven to France and vengeful and 
curse-laden references to Henry spatter her speech.

Their marriage was less than a match. Devoid of any 
of the fortifying elements of love, loyalty, or devotion, 
the marriage came to naught on the rocks of Margaret’s 
ambition and Henry’s insipidity.

King Edward and Elizabeth Grey

This marriage, founded though it is on the legali
zation of Edward’s lust for Lady Grey, seems nevertheless 
to belie Gloster’s words that "hasty marriage seldom proveth

133808
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well.” Edward is blunt but not violently unpleasant about 
his intentions to Lady Grey, and her adherence to honesty 
and principle seem to give the ensuing match a halo of nor
mality. Edward is superficially correct to his new Queen, 
although not especially warm and loving. His entreaty to 
Clarence and Gloster (’’Love my lovely queen") is more 
solicitous of Edward’s line than Elizabeth's honor. The 
marriage was ill-advised. Edward was swept away by momen
tary lust when he might have heeded his council and contrac
ted to the good of the commonwealth.

Elizabeth, her objection and sense of honor satisfied 
by marriage, assumes the role of a proper queen as if her 
principles and pride had prepared her for the part. Despite 
its untoward beginning, this marriage presents a husband and 
wife who are correct toward each other in all ways. Neither 
displays any excess of emotion to the other. It might be 
termed happy merely for lack of any strife.

Richard the Third (1592-1593)

Richard and Lady Anne

This is no marriage or, at best, a marriage barely 
seen. Consummated in a stager direction and dismissed in a 
soliloquy, there is little to muse upon but the hint that 
marriage here is again a means to reprehensible ends.
Richard’s speech in the third scene of act one burgeons with 
blatant intent to use his marriage to Lady Anne as a
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short-lived tool of policy» He woos her and she, fascinated 
by the glitter of his reptilian rhetoric, is ensnared des
pite herself. Having uttered a curse of unrest on any future 
wife of Richard’s, she finds herself a queen in his marriage 
bed, unable to enjoy "the golden dew of sleep" because of 
Richard's fear-wracked dreams. Purposefully rid of one wife, 
Richard hurries to plans of another policy-furthering 
marriage with his niece and in the midst of these, loses 
crown and life to Richmond.

The picture presented is of a man who reaches out 
for love by marriage yet is unwilling to trust enough to 
accept love in return.

I shall despair, there is no creature loves me,
And if I die no soul shall pity me.

(V, iii, 200-201.)

The Comedy of Errors (1592-1593)

Aegeon and Aemilia

There is nothing to see in this marriage, consisting 
as it does of a twenty-five years' separation. It is dis
tinguished only by a reunion at play's end and by Aegeon's 
word that he was happy when he and his wife were together.

Antipholus of Ephesus and Adriana

Dromio of Ephesus' remarks about hurrying home and 
about receiving blows on the head from his mistress seem to
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indicate that Adriana is something of a scold. She strains 
at the restrictions of a home-bound wife and laments the 
fact that Antipholus of Ephesus has not had the care to cheer 
his wife with words of concern for her loneliness. She is at 
home too much without a husband* s company. Adriana’s dia
logue with her sister Luciana in the first scene of the 
second act shows what was probably a common sentiment among 
the wives of the Elizabethan era. Although they enjoyed a 
degree of freedom unknown to their sisters on the Continent,^ 
they must, nevertheless, have been resentful not only of the 
completeness of their husbands' authority but of the male 
freedom to roam the town on business while wives kept the 
hearth. Adriana loves her husband.

. . .he’s master of my state:
What ruins are in me that can be found 
By him not ruined? then is he the ground 
Of my defeatures; my decayed fair 
A sunny look of his would, soon repair;
But, too unruly deer, he breaks the pale 
And feeds from home; poor I am but his stale.

(II, i, 95-101.)
She is not so much a scold as a wife passionately 

devoted to the indissolubility of the marriage bond and 
well aware that husband and wife are one, that

. . .if we two be one, and thou play false,
I do digest the Poison of thy flesh,
Being strumpeted by thy contagion.

(II, ii, II4.6-IL1-8 )
Adriana’s mis-directed speech to her brother-in-law is a

^Lu Emily Pearson, Elizabethans at Home (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1957), p. 365.



beautiful evocation of the unity of the marriage bond. Her 
cross is that she labors under the dual burden of jealousy 
and a temperament that finds fault too quickly. Antipholus 
of Ephesus is also quick-tempered and not above charging his 
wife with breaches of obedience, imagined or real. Their 
marriage illustrates the possible evils when "two firebals 
(husbands and wives anger) come together.

Titus Andronicus (1593-91;)

Bassianus and Lavinia

This marriage is of such short duration in the play 
that it is difficult to make a judgment on it. Bassianus 
seems more intent on retention of his rights to Lavinia as a 
bride than on expressing any regard for her as a person. 
Lavinia, before her tongue is cut out, makes a tolerable pun 
on Tamora1s cuckolding of Saturninus during the hunt.

1Tis thought you have a goodly gift in horning;
And to be doubted that your Moor and you
Are singled forth to make experiments.

(II, iii, 67-69.)

Saturninus and Tamora

This match is a study in adulterous duplicity on 
Tamora1 s part. She marries Saturninus while pregnant with 
the child of Aaron, her lover. Tamora1s speeches to 
Saturninus are crammed with every phrase which a dutiful wife
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^-Thomas Fuller, The Holy State And The Profane State 
(London, I6ip2) , pp. 1-2.



ever uttered to a loving husband and are matched almost in 
the same breath with hypocrisies that reek of plots. 
Saturninus seems completely taken in by the false devotion 
of Tamora.

30

The Taming of the Shrew (1593-1591+)

Petruchio and Katherine

Petruchio is the first of Shakespeare’s characters
who appears to manage his courtship and marriage according
to contemporary standards. The salient characteristic of
any pre-marital negotiation was a settlement of the dowry.
A well-financed marriage was thought by Elizabethans to be
well-launched to success. Petruchio is quite open about
his intentions. With candor he declares

. . .wealth is the burden of my wooing dance - 
Be she as foul as was Florentius’ love,
As old as Sibyl, and as curst and shrewd 
As Socrates’ Xantippe, or a worse,
She moves not, or not removes, at least,
Affection’s edge in me - were she as rough 
As are the swelling Adriatic seas:
I’ve come to wive it wealthily in Padua;
If wealthily, then happily in Padua.

(I, ii, 68-76.)
Petruchio’s determination to snare a good dowry settlement is 
such that he is willing to endure any kind of bad temper in a 
prospective bride.

He displays a remarkable insight into Katherine’s 
psychology. Her shrewishness is a shield behind which she 
hides a gentle nature that longs to trust to a husband’s
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love. Her skepticism of ever achieving this goal is ex
ceeded only by her store of sharp words to those who would 
attempt it. Petruchio sees through it, marries her, and 
proceeds to educate her by making her assume the defensive.
It has been remarked that Petruchio must have been a falconer 
for all the patience and cunning he displays in keeping 
Katherine off balance. A newly snared falcon was kept awake 
till it learned to sit, hooded and quiet, on its trainer's 
arm. Great patience and a willingness to go without sleep 
were needed in a trainer who would prod the hawk awake when
ever exhaustion seemed to take it.

x The results of all this cleverness can be seen in 
Katherine's speech to Bianca and the widow. She is almost 
too compliant to be believed and her speech is parallel with 
part of a later sermon of Robert Snawsell, one of the more 
pious authors of the extremely pious conduct books:

Be careful that your house be neate and cleanly, 
that there may be nothing to drive your husband out 
of doors. Be gentle, loving and kind to him: be 
alwaies mindful of that reverence due to him.
Be not lumpish, nor yet tomboyish: be not sluttish, 
nor yet garish in your apparell: let your meate be 
well dressed, and in due season: know your husband's 
tooth: let him have that which will delight his palaate: 
show yourself gentle and affable to his friends, 
bidde them often to your house and see that all be 
handsome. When your husband is meery, be you not sad: 
and when he is melancholy, be you not meery: 
for contraries will not agree together.5

The marriage of Katherine and Petruchio is successful by the
standards of Shakespeare's day.

^Robert Snawsell, A looking glasse for Marled Folkes 
(London, 1610), p. li+.



For Petruchio, love is synonomous only with physi
cal attraction, a starting point for a series of maneuvers, 
the goal of which is domination of a spirited bride. The 
completeness of Petruchio's mastery is revealed here:

Nay, look not big nor stamp, nor stare, nor fret;
I will be master of what is my own:
She is my goods, my chattels, my house,
My household stuff, my field, my barn,
My horse, my ox, my ass, my anything.

(Ill, ii, 231-235.)
Katherine appears to be broken to marriage's wheel 

but we are allowed the luxury of a lingering and sympath
etic doubt, for she says:

I see a woman may be made a fool,
If she had not the spirit to resist.

(II, ii, 223-2214..)
Perhaps Lucentio's last speech is the best commentary on 
Katherine's conversion.

' Tis a wonder, by your leave, she will be tam'd so.
(V, ii, 189.)

' Tis a wonder indeed'.

Two Gentlemen of Verona (15914--1595)

This play is so preoccupied with the miseries and 
maneuverings of love-smitten swains that it has no time for 
marriage. Without taking for granted the powers of marriage 
to change one's life, perhaps it is fortunate that the 
couples involved here do not marry if the following agonized 
rationale points the way to married conversation:

To leave my Julia, shall I be forsworn;
To love fair Silvia, shall I be forsworn;

32
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To wrong ray freind I shall be much forsworn:
And even that power which gave me my first oath 
Provokes me to this threefold perjury.
Love bade me swear, and love bids me forswear;
0 sweet-suggesting love, if thou has sinn1 d, 
Teach me, thy tempted subject, to excuse it.

(II, vi, 1-8.)

Love* s Labour1 s Lost (1^9k--1^9S)

The double theme of this play, the desire to forswear 
love and the folly of attempting to do so virtually precludes 
any significant marital treatment. There are no marriages 
here but Biron, exasperated with the falsity of abjuring 
love, and remembering his dandier days, shouts out his will
ingness to lower his standards and accept almost any kind of 
wife.

What1. I*. I love'. I seek a wife’.
A woman, that is like a German clock,
Still a repairing, ever out of frame,
And never going aright, being a watch,
But being watched that it. may still go right1.
Nay, to be perjur1d, which is the worst of all;
A whitely wanton with a velvet brow,
With two pitch balls stuck in her face for eyes.
Ay,.and by heaven, one that will do the deed,
Though Argus were her eunuch and her guard.
And I to sigh for her1, to watch for her1.
To pray for her1. Go to: it is a plague 
That Cupid will compose for my neglect 
Of his almighty dreadful little might.

(Ill, i, 199-213.)

Romeo and Juliet (I59lj--l595>)

Lord and Lady Capulet

Here is a portrait of a lord and his wife choosing a 
husband for their daughter. A great deal of attention is 
given in Elizabethan histories to the legal maneuverings
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connected with the dowry settlement. This tends to obscure 
the fact that parents did not consider this the only factor 

involved.
So much has been said of the Elizabethan father 
making the best bargain possible for himself through 
the marriage of his daughters that it is only fair 
to say that these parents more often than not were 
honestly concerned about the happiness of the 
daughters they sought to marry well.®

Lord and Lady Capulet are inclined to be indulgent in the
choice of a husband for their daughter. Lord Capulet will
not force a mate on Juliet.

My will to her consent is but a part:
An she agree within her scope of choice 
Lies my consent and fair according voice.

(I, ii, 17-19.)
Juliet had a choice - within limits. She might in

dicate the suitability of a prospective husband but only of 
a candidate approved by her parents. Nor was the matter 
allowed to rest on the whimsicality of a romantic and im
pressionable young girl. Lady Capulet urges Juliet to be in 
a receptive frame of mind regarding Paris' suit.

This precious book of love, this unbound lover,
To beautify him, only lacks a cover:
The fish lives in the sea, and ' tis much pride 
For fair without the fair within to hide:
That book in many's eyes doth share the glory 
That in gold clasps locks in the golden story;
So shall you share all that he doth possess,
By having him, making yourself no less.

(I, iii, 87-914.)
The tragic swing of events makes Lord Capulet decide that

^Lu Emily Pearson, Elizabethans at Home (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1957)» P*



the niceties of seeming to allow his daughter her choice are
to be dispensed with.

Things have fallen out, sir, so unluckily 
That we have had no time to move our daughter.

(Ill, iv, 1-2.)
The wedding day is arbitrarily fixed.

...o’ Thursday be it then.
Go you to Juliet, ere you go to bed,
Prepare her, wife, against this wedding day.

(Ill, iv, 30-32.)
Juliet’s subsequent refusal to marry is a serious 

breach of duty to parents. Her parents, ignorant of her 
marriage to Romeo, could only regard her refusal as something 
vicious.

To them disobedience was ingratitude, and ingratitude 
was moral decay that led to monstrous acts. In all 
the range of human iniquity there was nothing 
comparable to it, for it rejected reason by which 
God had raised man above the beast. Since beasts 
were capable of gratitude, a human being who was 
incapable of it was an unspeakable horror, and 
might be guilty of the worst crime.7

Disobedience cut away the very foundation of family life and
the shock to a parent’s heart could cause stern reprisals.

Graze where you will, you shall not house with me:
Look to 1 t, think on' t, I do not use to jest.
Thursday is near, lay hand on heart, advise:
An you be mine, I' 11 give you to my friend:
An you be not, hang, beg, starve, die i' the streets,
For by my soul, I* 11 ne’ er acknowledge thee,
Nor what is mine shall never do thee good.

(Ill, v, 190-196.)
Lord and Lady Capulet are neither married lovers nor 

married battlers. Only the most conventional of affectionate 
words pass between them, and they speak no words of strife to
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each other. They are yoke mates, striving in accord with the
36

customs of the city and the time to plan for the care of 
their only child.

Romeo and Juliet

Therefore love moderately, long love doth so;
Too swift arrives as tardy as too slow.

(II, vi, li+-l£.)
Friar Lawrence is a sixteenth century figure of commen

tary on all the hasty passion that burdens the marriage and 
happiness of Romeo and Juliet. His words of caution to the 
passionate Romeo go as unheeded as they would have had they 
been uttered in reference to Romeo’s romance with Rosaline.
The pre-marital Romeo is so gripped by the fantasies and un
certainties of love that he utters images compounded equally 
of misery and delight.

Here's much to do with hate, but more with love:-
Why then, 0 brawling love'. 0 loving hate’.
0 anything, of nothing first create’.
0 heavy lightness', serious vanity’.
Mis-shapen chaos of well-seeming forms'.
Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health'.
Still-waking sleep, that is not what it is’.
This love feel I, that feel no love in this'.
Dost thou not laugh?

(I, i, 181-189.)
We do. It Is a comic theme. This Rosaline, whose beauty 
"cuts beauty off from all posterity," becomes, not too many 
hot breaths later, a crow by the mere image of Juliet in 
Romeo's eyes. Infatuation, masked as love, gives way to 
passion tempered with affection. Romeo, the lover whose 
nature is wholly taken up with-love, exhibits the weaknesses
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traditionally associated with an onslaught of unrequited 
passion. His passionate maunderings have not deceived 
Rosaline:

0 she knew well
Thy love did read by rote, and could not spell.

(II, iii, 87-88.)
Friar Lawrence recognizes that Romeo’s passion must 

eventually cool and take on some aspect of reason if he is 
to achieve any kind of a happy union.

Women may fall if there’s no strength in men.
(II, iii, 80.)

Love of this type, even though returned in kind by Juliet, 
is a love of folly, no matter how warmly and convincingly it 
is portrayed. Affect us though it may with sympathy and 
delight, Romeo's involvement with Rosaline and Juliet, viewed 
with detachment, can only be seen as foolishness with a halo 
of comedy.

Since it is blind folly rather than deliberate 
vice that distinguishes tragic heroes from 
villains, the comic hero and the passion-blind 
protagonist of tragedy are closer to each other 
than either is to the man whose passion and 
reason cooperate wilfully. When the tragic hero 
errs and brings about his own passionate downfall, 
as do Romeo and Othello, he has lost the use of reason 
and is no longer master of himself. His terrible 
deed is still folly, for it has not been committed 
with the cooperation of the will.^

After becoming enamoured of Juliet, Romeo's speeches 
continue to display the heated magniloquence of over-inspired 
passion. Juliet's replies, of an equally loving timbre, are 
couched in terms more restrained and thoughtful. Juliet

^Franklin Dickey, Not Wisely But Too Well (San Marino: 
The Huntington Library, 19^7)» PP» 16-17.
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realizes far better than her lover that hasty passion can 
bring disaster to them, situated as they are. She urges 

caution.
...although I joy in thee,

I have no joy of this contract tonight:
It is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden;
Too like the lightening, which doth cease to be 
Ere one can say ' It lightens.’ Sweet, good night’.
This bud of love, bu summer’s ripening breath,
May prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.

(II, ii, 117-122.)
Juliet, knowing better, consents to Romeo's importuning 
and they are married. It promises to be a match that will 
heal the hate between their families. Accomplished in haste, 
consummated in secret, and beset by frustration, their 
marriage is destined to end only in violence. Romeo's im
petuosity, gently chided by the more sensible Juliet, and 
his mis-directed loyalty to Mercutio, combine for Tybalt's 
death. Juliet's husband, little changed by a hasty marriage, 
is being moved farther away from the realization of happi
ness. The very suddenness and passion which got him a wife 
in so short a period will prevent him from ever perpetuating 
their union. His character is armed with the very weapons 
which ultimately destroy both him and Juliet.

The words of Friar Lawrence, spoken in warning, might 
serve instead as a philosophic epitaph for the lovers who so 
little heeded them:

These violent delights have violent ends,
And in their triumph die; like fire and powder 
Which as they kiss consume.

(II, vi, 9-11.)
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Richard the Second (1595-1396) 

Richard and his Queen

Richard’s Queen in this sparsely-pictured marriage,
is a living genius of devotion and dedication to a husband
whose faults she knows only too well. Bushy’s reminder to
put away sorrow and be cheerful during the King's absence
brings a poignant reply as selflessness and surrender to the
marital ideal are seldom better stated:

To please the king, I did; to please myself
I cannot do it; yet I know no cause
Why I should welcome such a guest as grief,
$ave bidding farewell to so sweet a guest 
As my sweet Richard: yet, again, methinks,
Some unborn sorrow, ripe in fortune's womb,
Is coming towards me, and my inward soul 
With nothing trembles; at some thing it grieves 
With more than parting from my lord the king.

(II, ii, 5-13.)
The parting comes, one of the most appealing farewells 

in Shakespeare. It is the end of a marriage about which 
there has been no suspicion of infidelity and which has been 
marred only by Richard’ s weakness as a King. It has not only 
the appearances of happiness but Richard' s words of farewell 
ascribe to it the spiritual element of a marriage solemnized 

in heaven:
...learn, good soul 

To think our former state a happy dream;
From which awaked, the truth of what we are 
Shows us but this: I am sworn brother, sweet,
To grim necessity: and he and I
Will keep a league till death. Hie thee to France, 
And cloister thee in some religious house:
Our holy lives must win a new world's crown,
Which our profane hours have stricken down.

(V, i, 17-25.)
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A Midsummer Night* s Dream (1595-1596)

Oberon and Titania

Examining the marriage of two unearthly beings, even 
though they speak with human voices, is like trying to 
imagine a conversation between two clouds - the whimsical 
unreality of the subject leaves the imagination nothing to 
tie to. And should the semblance of humanity become at any 
time convincing, it is ready to vanish in an instant at any 
untoward word or action that makes a sham of belief.

Titania and Oberon, ostensibly a King and Queen and 
probably married if fairies ever are, engage in fantasies of 
conduct that preclude considering their marriage as anything 
but a jestingly convenient plot device. The standards used 
in judging a human marriage simply do not obtain with fairies. 
Fidelity is not a considerable thing to Oberon since he 
magically causes Titania to love the first thing she sees on 
waking.

King John (1596-1597)

Louis of France and Blanche of Spain

Here is a match brought about by the dramatic device 
of a populace yearning for peace. The citizens of Angiers 
demand that Blanche and Louis marry to insure peace and end 
a war and their fitness for each other is wishfully named.
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Whose veins bound richer blood than Lady Blanche?
Such as she is, in beauty, virtue, birth,
Is the young Dauphin every way complete.
If not complete, say he is not she.
And she again wants nothing, to name want,
If want it be not that she is not he.
He is the half part of a blessed man,
Left to be finished by such as she;
And she a fair divided excellence,
Whose fulness of perfection lies in him.

(II, i, k 3 l - k k o . )

Their fitness being established, their willingness to have 
each other is confirmed. Blanche, regally referring to her
self in the third person, declares:

That she is bound in honour still to do 
What you in wisdom still vouchsafe to say.

(II, i, 522-523.)
Louis, More enthusiastically, plunks for affection.

Nay, ask me if I can refrain from love,
For I do love her most unfeignedly.

(II, i, 525-526.)
They are married and immediately they are torn by 

divided loyalties. Louis prepares to go to war and fight 
Blanche’s uncle, King John. The bride implores her husband 
with agonized pleading:

Upon thy wedding day?
Against the blood that thou has married?
What’, shall our feast be kept with slaughtered men? 
Shall braying trumpets and loud churlish drums,
Clamours of hell, be measures to our pomp?
Oh, husband, hear me’, ay, alack, how new 
Is ’husband' in my mouth'. Even for that name,
Which till this time my tongue did ne'er pronounce,
Upon my knee I beg, go not to arms 
Against mine uncle.

(Ill, i, 301-309.)
Louis is assaulted with arguments of another stripe. 

Blanche does not shy from using her minutes-old position as



a loving wife in an attempt to sway him.
Now shall I see they love: what motive may 
Be stronger with thee than the name of wife?

(Ill, i, 313-311*.)
In one last speech, Blanche, unable to turn Louis* deter
mination, agonizes on her divided loyalties.

The sun* s o’ ercast with blood, fair day, adieu*.
Which is the side that I must go withal?
I am both: each army has a hand;
And in their rage, I, having hold of both,
They whirl asunder and dismember me.
Husband, I cannot pray that thou may* st win;
Uncle, I needs must pray that thou may’st lose;
Father, I may not wish the fortune thine;
Grandam, I will not on thy wishes thrive:
Whoever wins, on that side shall I lose;
Assured loss before the match be played.

N (III, i, 326-336.)
Louis attempts to remind her that her only loyalty

as a wife is to him.
Lady, with me, with me, thy fortune lies.

(Ill, i, 337o)
Blanche’s reply is resigned and. enigmatic and afterwards is 
no more seen

There where my fortune lives, there my life dies.
(Ill, i, 338.)

This is a Christian marriage and, even with all the 
agony they bring to each other, it seems most correct. 
Blanche, more cognizant of the misery that divided loyalties 
will bring, seems less affectionate than the confident Louis. 
Whatever this union lacks in contentment is amended by de
votion to its vows



CHAPTER IV

MARRIAGES "IN THE WORLD" (1596-1600)

The Merchant of Venice (1596-1597)

This play shows three finely drawn women, all 
superior in grace and probity of character to the men they 
get as husbands. Portia, Nerissa, and Jessica are all women 
of such depth and breadth of wit and nobility that they might 
have deserved far better than they received in marriage.

Bassanio and Portia

The inscription on the leaden casket which holds the 
choice of Portia as a wife, reads:

Who chooseth me must give and hazard all he hath.
(II, vii, 16.)

The Christian concept of marriage graven on the casket is 
ideally stated here. It is a dedicated giving of all one is 
or possesses, a hazarding of all without a knowledge of what 
the future will bring. Portia’s previous suitors base their 
thinking in corporeal terms of worldly or monetary wealth, 
and associate Portia with the gold and silver of the other 
two caskets. She is a well-endowed prospective bride and 
for a suitor whose thoughts frame a match in financial terms, 
such a reaction is to be expected. They have, most fortunate
ly for Bassanio, been "deciev’d with ornament."

Look on beauty
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And you shall see ’ tis purchased by the weight 
Which therein works a miracle in nature,
Making them lightest that wear most of it.

(Ill, ii, 88-91.)
Bassanio's ability to see beyond the obvious wins him 

Portia as a bride. Her joy expresses itself in a desire and 
willingness to subject herself to her husband and be as com
pletely a dutiful bride as her proud nature will allow her:

Happiest of all is that her gentle spirit 
Commits itself to yours to be directed 
As from her lord, her governor, her king.
Myself and what is mine, to you and yours 
is now converted.

(Ill, ii, 163-167.)
The witty and shrewd Portia, superior perhaps intellectually 
to Bassanio, is filled by love with such a sense of comple
tion that she wishes herself and her possessions extended for 
Bassanio’s benefit.

Yet for you
I would be trebled twenty times myself;
A thousand times more fair; ten thousand times more rich; 
That, only to stand in your account,
I might in virtues, beauties, livings, friends,
Exceed account.

(Ill, ii, 152-157.)
Bassanio too is swept by love but not so much that he

wishes to consummate his marriage immediately. He is much
more anxious to extricate Antonio from trouble. The ideal
of friendship between men would seem about to conquer the
ideal of love between man and wife. Strangely, Portia, in
her new role of submissive mate, seems to acquiesce.

First, go with me to church, and call me wife,
And then away to Venice to your friend;
For never shall you lie by Portia’s side
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With an unquiet soul.
• • •

My maid Nerissa and myself, meantime,
Will live as maids and widows.

(Ill, ii, 298-305»)
It may be assumed that the marriage of Bassanio and 

Portia commences at the end of the second scene of act three, 
but it seems a marriage of the spirit and not of the flesh. 
Portia's love for her husband must be of the highest kind 
imaginable for her to agree to his scheme to rescue Antonio 
before sealing her marriage in the flesh. This woman, of 
which, in Jessica's words, "the poor rude world hath not her 
fellow," is so credible and alert in other cases that this 
particular implausibility can only be attributed to the mad
ness inherent in those swept away by the passion of love.

It is much more plausible that Portia, realizing 
that Bassanio's genuine affection for Antonio must first be 
laid to rest, agrees quickly to anything that Bassanio pro
poses so that she can be at liberty to further a similarly 
intentioned scheme of her own. If Antonio is free, Bassanio's 
sense of duty can be focused on his wife. Portia can not 
have missed seeing that Bassanio's feeling for Antonio is a 
deep one.

The dearest friend to me, the kindest man,
The best condition's and unwearied spirit 
In doing courtesies; and one in whom 
The ancient Roman honor more appears 
Than any that draws breath in Italy.

(Ill, ii, 287-291.)
As if this is not enough, Bassanio's declaration at 

Shylock's hearing quite boldly states how he regards marriage
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Antonio, I am married to a wife 
Which is as dear to me as life itself;
But life itself, my wife, and all the world 
Are not with me esteemed above thy life,

(IV, i, 277-280,)
It is well that Portia* s disguise as a lawyer is successful.
Free of the encumbering Antonio, she celebrates by tricking
a ring from her husband and then reproaching him for his
lack of zeal in keeping it.

What man is there so much unreasonable 
If you had pleased to have defended it,
With any terms of zeal, wanted the modesty 
To urge the thing held as a ceremony.

(V, i, 201-201+.)
It is only a light taunt, Portia is as glad to have Bassanio 
as Bassanio is to have her. Her scheme has worked and a faith
ful and repentant husband is her reward.

Gratiano and Nerissa

Just as Nerissa waits as a handmaiden in the shadow 
of Portia* s wishes, so does Nerissa’s marriage to Gratiano 
stand in the shadow of Portia's marriage to Bassanio. Nearly 
as nimble-brained and swift of wit as her mistress, Nerissa 
is the conversational complement from which Portia’s witty 
sallies rebound as the psychology of ludicrous suitors is 
discussed, Gratiano's courtship of Nerissa is not elaborated 
on save In his speech to Bassanio where it is learned that 
the plighting of his troth to Nerissa was conditional upon 
Bassanio’s acceptance by Portia. The worldly Gratiano’s suit 
was pressed with



k7

Swearing till my very roof was dry
With oath of love, at last,--

(III, ii, 20^-205.)
He has already confessed, in the same vein as Jessica, that

Lovers ever run before the clock,
(II, vi, U.)

Once their marriage is accomplished (III, ii), little remains 
by which to judge this obviously Christian marriage. The gar
rulous Gratiano protests his affection:

I have a wife whom, I protest, I love;
(IV, i, 285.)

Nerissa, on the other hand, taunts her husband with an 
elaborate quarrel built on his absent-minded disposal of a 
ring she had given him. To Gratiano, the dry mouth, sworn 
oaths, and hasty love of his hotly pressed suit must have 
seemed a regrettable preliminary to the storms of keeping a 
willful wife at peace:

Well, while I live, I’ll fear no other thing
So sore as keeping safe Nerissa’s ring.

(V, i, 278-279.)

Jessica and Lorenzo

Jessica, whose characterization is almost tangible, is 
matched with Lorenzo, a foil of such little depth that he 
exists only to speak of dreams and scarcely be a husband. 
Jessica, in denying faith and family to marry Lorenzo, is cer
tainly unfilial and it is difficult to see why. Perhaps her 
desertion of Shylock's household is a detailed corner in the 
playwright’s portrait of Shylock’s unpleasantness.



But though I am a daughter to his blood,
I am not to his manners.

(II, iii, 18-19.)
She has the forethought to bring a dowry which she

would not otherwise have gotten. The misgivings and doubts
of any girl about to elope occur also to Jessica.

For who love I so much: and now who knows 
But you, Lorenzo, whether I am yours?

I am glad ' tis night; you do not look on me 
For I am much ashamed of my exchange:
But love is blind, and lovers cannot see 
The pretty follies that themselves commit;

(II, vi, 30-37.)
Lorenzo, serendipity's disciple, seems content to 

stand like a stick and receive the cast-off benefits of 
Shylock's unhappy home. To his slight credit, he seems to 
have a modicum of affection for the sagacious woman who 
brings him bride and dowry at only the slightest sign of love. 
His protestations, delivered in soliloquy, are almost be
grudging.

Beshrew me, but I love her heartily:
For she is wise if I can judge her;
And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true;
And true she is, as she hath prov'd herself;
And therefore, like herself, wise, fair, and true.
Shall she be placed in my constant soul.

(II, vi, 1̂ 7-52.)
Their marriage, despite its inept beginning, has no 

rancor and seems to exist in a Christian frame of reference. 
The dreamy exchange of wit in Portia's garden is characteris
tic of a husband and wife who are used to each other and yet 
enjoy trying each other's mettle. Jessica maintains her



witty edge in the exchange.
Jessica. In such a night

Did young Lorenzo swear he loved her well - 
Stealing her soul with many vows of faith,
And ne’er a true one.

Lorenzo. In such a night
Did pretty Jessica, like a little shrew,
Slander her love and he forgive it her.

Jessica. I would out-night you, did nobody come:
But hark, I hear the footing of a man.

(V, i, 17-214..)
One gets the feeling from an exchange like this that 

although Lorenzo is the nominal head of his family in the 
Christian scheme of things, Jessica's quick wits will see 
that not all arguments are settled in his favour. The only 
thing unusual in this marriage is that a Christian chose an 
infidel for a wife. Her conversion did more than "raise 
the price of pork." Jessica begins to appear as an almost 
dutiful Christian wife.

I Henry the Fourth (1597-1598)

Hotspur and Lady Percy

The concept of order in morality, as the Renaissance 
saw it, was considered to be disturbed if a passion became 
excessive or misdirected. The progress of lovers from 
happiness to wretchedness can be seen in Romeo and Juliet. 
The Renaissance man,who had himself and his emotions well in 
hand, took care that no emotion, especially passionate love, 
ever achieved disproportion. Love in marriage was closely 
compartmented and, ideally, care was taken that it be sub
ordinate to the tenor of worldly life. Harry Percy, the
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soldierly Hotspur, cannot be said to have no love for his 
wife but the order of precedence in both his private and 
public life seems to be martial before marital.

Lady Percy, as spirited as her husband, and one who 
knows that virtually her whole existence is her love for 
her husband, demands to know what causes Percy's troubled 
dreams.

In faith, I*11 break thy little finger, Harry,
An if thou wilt not tell me all things true.

(II, iii, 92-93.)
Harry's sentiments follow unmistakably:

Away, you trifler'. -Love? - I love thee not,
I care not for thee, Kate: this is no world 
To play mammets and to tilt with lips:
We must have bloody noses and crack'd crowns,
And pass them current, too.

(II, iii, 93-97.)
Harry unmistakably loves his wife but she has her place and
he tolerates no breach of obedience as he smooths the brutal
directness of his remarks:

Come, wilt thou see me ride?
And when I am o' horseback, I will swear 
I love thee infinitely. But hark you, Kate;
I must not have you henceforth question me 
Whither I go, nor reason whereabout:
Whither I must, I must; and to conclude,
This evening must I leave you, gentle Kate.
I know you wise, but yet no further wise 
Than Harry Percy's wife: constant you are;
But yet a woman: and for secrecy,
No lady closer; for I well believe
Thou wilst not utter what thou dost not know,-
And so far will I trust thee, gentle Kate.

(II, iii, 103-115.)
Hotspur's words are a synopsis of woman's position in 

regard to a husband’s secrets in the Renaissance world. Women
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were to be obedient and subordinate themselves to their 
husbands’ interests and wishes. Percy keeps close counsel 
and practices in this Christian marriage what Thomas Puller 

later preached.
He keeps her in the wholsome ignorance of 
Unnecessary secrets. He knows little, who 
will tell his wife all he knows.1

Percy and his wife, despite their hot words to one another, 

are a loving couple.

Lord and Lady Mortimer

It is possible that this cameo portrait of marriage
was intended as a jab at the difficulties encountered in a
match arranged for reasons of state,. The Earl of March has
married Glendower’s daughter for strategic reasons and their
one great infirmity is that neither can speak the other’s
language. The mere mystery of-having a husband with whom she
cannot communicate intrigues the Welsh-born Lady Mortimer
more perhaps than if her spouse’s faults and graces were known
to her by speech. Her father notes her mood.

I am afraid my daughter will run mad,
So much she doteth on her Mortimer.( I l l ,  i ,  1J|U -1^5.)

Their failure to understand each other’s speech does 
not dim their enthusiasm for each other. It may be that they 
progress toward one of the elements of a successful marriage 1

1Thomas Puller, The Holy State and The Profane State 
(London, l6i|2), p. 9*
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referred to in a saying of King Alphonsus of Arragon:
If a man would have a perfect and well-agreeing 
marriage, the husband must be deafe and the wife 
blind, that?he may not hear her brawling nor shee see 
his faults»

Mortimer and his lady, despite their strange beginning, are 
on the way to a staid and conventional union.

II Henry the Fourth (1597-1598)

The Earl of Northumberland and his Lady

Northumberland's relations with his wife can be examined
in the dozen scant lines they exchange. This virtuous
Christian lady has temporarily given over persuading her
husband to flee the rebel cause.

I have given over, I will speak no more:
Do what you will; your wisdom be your guide.

(II, iii, 5-6.)
The Earl, who calls his Lady "sweet wife," has Lady Percy for 
a daughter-in-law. The rhetorical fervor of Hotspur's wife 
sways the non-committal Lady Northumberland and it is her en
treaty that moves the Earl to flee to Scotland.

0, fly to Scotland 
Till that the nobles and the armed commons 
Have of their puissance made a little taste..

(II, iii, 51-52.)
The Lady Northumberland persuades her husband to leave 
comrades-in-arms in what is ostensibly an act of cowardice.
It is the act of a wife for whom love is a great totality and

p^Pierre de la Primaudaye, The French Academie (London, 
1618), p. 199-

52



to whom the petty games of politics are remote and irrelevant
53

The union here is correct, Christian, and conventional.

Much Ado About Nothing (1598-1599)

There are no marriages in this play and considering 
the characters involved, marital drama is the loser. Beatrice, 
whose marriage is only promised, was surely born under some 
fantasy-wreathed constellation of joy» Had the play been 
longer, generations could have steeped themselves with jeal
ousy of the undeserving and hapless Benedick. Beatrice would 
join Portia in the company of women who seem to bring more to 
marriage than they receive from it. Beatrice has a realistic 
and rather unromantic view of what ensues when marriage is 
contracted.

The fault will be in the music, cousin, if you be not wooed in good time: if the price be too important, tell him there is measure in everything, and so dance out the answer. For, hear me,Hero, wooing, wedding, and repenting, is as a Scotch jig, a measure, and a cinque-pace: the first suit is hot and hasty, like a scotch jig, and full as fantastical; the wedding, mannerly and modest as a measure, full of state and ancientry; and then comes repentance, and, with his bad legs, falls into the cinque-pace faster and faster, till he sink into his grave. (II, i, 73-8i|_.)
Benedick manages to renounce misogyny and defend marriage.

In brief, since I do purpose to marry, I will think nothing to any purpose that the world can say against it; and therefore never flout at me for what I have said against it, for man is a giddy thing and this is my conclusion.
(V, iv, 106-110.)



Sk

Henry the Fifth (1598-1599)

The marriage of King Henry and Princess Katherine 
does not take place in this play. What does take place is 
an elaborately humorous courtship scene in which it is un
necessarily suggested that Henry would have to court 
Katherine to get her as a Queen. If there is no marriage 
after such a laborious preparation, we at least have the best 
wishes of Queen Isobel that it will be a Christian marriage 
of true union.

God, the best maker of all marriages,
Combine your hearts in one, your realms in one1.
As man and wife, being two, are one in love,
So be there ’ twixt your kingdoms such a spousal 
That never may ill office, or fell jealousy,
Which troubles oft the bed of blessed marriage,
Thrust in between the paction of these kingdoms,
To make divorce of their incorporate league.

(V, ii, 387-391»..)

Ancient Pistol and Nell Quickly

This unsavory but charming pair illustrate a marriage 
on one of the lowest levels of society. Since Nym was 
"troth-plight" to Nell Quickly before Pistol beat his time, 
it probably has been solemnized in a Christian manner. Not 
so Christian are the circumstances of their worldly success 
since it is fairly obvious from Nell’s bawdy puns and dis
claimers that she is operating a brothel. Later in the play 
Nell is referred to as dead of "the malady of France," a 
euphemism for syphilis. However tainted their business and 
background, Pistol and Nell are ever respectful and loving



in each other* s presence. She calls him "good husband" and 
he responds with "my love." This union does not suffer from 
a surfeit of passion but Pistol’s brusque parting speech, 
preoccupied with details to disguise affection, shows that 
he is not without real affection for Nell Quickly.
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My love, give me thy lips.
Look to my chattels and my moveables:
Let senses rule; the word is, Pitch and pay;
Trust none;
For oaths are straws, men’s faiths are wafer-cakes, 
And holdfast is the only dog, my duck:
Therefore, cave to be thy counselor.
Go, clear thy crystals. (II. iii. 1x9-56.)

Julius Caesar (1599-1600)

Caesar and Calpurnia

The little that is apparent of Caesar's domestic
situation shows a man troubled by a barren wife and by the
storms of politics which threaten to reach into his home.
If Calpurnia’s barrenness troubles Caesar much, he trys to
conceal it by mentioning the business rather offhandedly.

Forget not, in your speed, Antonius,
To touch Calpurnia; for elders say,
The barren, touched in this holy chase 
Shake off their sterile curse. (I, ii, 5-9.)

A pagan marriage beset by difficulties uses a race 
in the pagan games to bring the blessing of fertility. 
Calpurnia, because she cannot give her husband children, 
offers instead greater care and concern, perhaps, than 
would be proper to her place.
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Alas, my lord,

Your wisdom is consum'd in confidence.
Do not go forth today: call it my fear
That keeps you in the house, and not your own.
We’ll send Mark Antony to the senate-house,
And he shall say you are not well today:
Let me, upon my knee, prevail in this.

(II, Ü, 1*8-514-.)
Except to repeat that Caesar is sick, Calpurnia never speaks 
another line and Caesar is shortly killed. Save for 
Calpurnia's "Here, my lord,” there are no tenders of affec
tion between Caesar and his wife. If there is any love in 
this pagan marriage it is seen only in Calpurnia's excessive 
regard for her husband's safety.

Brutus and Portia

Brutus' wife is a creature of appealing grandeur.
She is a woman with a great passion for being one with her
husband, a woman who is used to her spouse and knows that
whatever is kept from her by him takes from her part of her
existence. The disturbed Brutus, unwilling to confide in
her, succeeds only in feeding the fire of her anxiety.

I charm you, by my once-commended beauty,
By all your vows of love, and that great vow,
Which did incorporate and make us one,
That you unfold to me, your self, your half,
Why you are heavy and what men tonight 
Have had resort to you.

(II, i, 271-276.)
Her next words to him present with appealing eloquence 

that element of marriage where all is shared or nothing is
united.
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Within the bond of marriage, tell me, Brutus,
Is it excepted that I should know no secrets 
That appertain to you? Am I yourself 
But, as it were, in sort of limitation,
To keep with you at meals, comfort your bed,
And talk to you sometimes? Dwell I but in the suburbs 
Of your good pleasure? If it be no more,
Portia is Brutus’ harlot, not his wife.

(II, i, 280-287.)
It is an utterance worthy of any Christian marriage and 
brings from Brutus its acknowledgement.

0 ye Gods,
Render me worthy of the noble wife’.

(II, i, 303.)

As You Like It (1599-1600)

x No marriages take place in this play nor are there 
couples already married whose marriages might be examines. 
Duke Senior urges in the last lines of the play to begin 
the rites but the play ends without them. Comment on 
marriage and its attendant ills and joys is not lacking 
however. The mindless impetuosity that was traditionally 
linked with love at first sight receives blunt appraisal 
from Rosalind:

Nay, ’ tis true: there was never anything so sudden 
but the fight of two rams, and Caesar's thrasonical 
brag of ’I came, saw, and overcame' : for your brother 
and "my sister no sooner met, but they looked; no 
sooner looked but they loved; no sooner loved but 
they sighed but they asked one another the reason; 
no sooner knew the reason but they sought the remedy: 
and in these degrees have they made a pair of stairs 
to marriage which they will climb incontinent, or 
else be incontinent before marriage. They are in 
the very wrath of love, and they will together:
Clubs cannot part them.

(V, ii, 3MJ.6.)
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Rosalind also has awry views of the contrasts

wrought by marriage itself.
No, no, Orlando, men are April when they woo,
December when they wed: maids are May when they 
Are maids, but the sky changes when they are 
Wives.

(IV, i, 153-155.)
The necessity of marriage as a means of perpetuating

the social structure is expressed in a wedding song to
Hymen which brings the play to a close.

Wedding is great Juno’s crown:
0 blessed bond of board and bed'.
’ Tis Hymen peoples every town;
High wedlock then be honored.
Honour, high honour, and renown 
To Hymen, god of every town.
N (V, iv, 11*8-153.)

Twelfth Night, or What You Will (1599-1600)

Sebastian and Olivia

This pair is not married in the play but in a
none-too-convincing scene of less than forty lines, Olivia,
mistaking Sebastian for Cesario, manages to persuade the
not unwilling lad to plight his troth to her in a de futuro
handfasting ceremony before a priest. The friar later
attests to the act as follows:

A contract of eternal bond of love,
Confirm’d by mutual joinder of your hands,
Attested by the holy close of lips,
Strengthened by interchangement of your rings;
And all the ceremony of this compact 
Seal’d in my function, by my testimony.(V, i, 160-165.)
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Sir Toby Belch and Maria

The hollow-legged Sir Toby and the clever Maria are 
married in a reference and nothing is subsequently seen of 
them. Since the price of marriage was Maria’s service as 
a forger, there is no courtship and since there is no 
marriage to examine, we shall never know how miserable such 
an ill-matched pair could make each other.

Elsewhere in the play, the Duke Orsino gives some 
meaty advice concerning disparity in age in marriage which 
closely reflects the advice of contemporary writers like 
William Gouge3 and Alexander Nicholles.il

Duke. What kind of woman is ’ t?
Viola. Of your complexion.
Duke. She is not worth thee, then. What years, i’ faith?
Viola. About your years, my lord.
Duke. Too old, by heaven. Let still the woman take 

An elder than herself, so wears she to him,
So sways she level in her husband’s heart:
For, Boy, however we do praise ourselves,
Our fancies are more giddy and uniform,
More longing, wavering, sooner lost and warm,
Than women’s are.

(II, iv, 25-35.)

^William Gouge, Of Domesticall Duties (London, 1622), 
pp. 188-189.

^Alexander Nicholles, A Discourse of Marriage and 
Wiving (London, 1615). Reprinted in the Harleian Miscellany, 
London, 1809. Vol. II, pp. 162-163.



CHAPTER V

MARRIAGES "OUT OF THE DEPTHS" (1600-1608)

Hamlet (1600-1601)

Claudius and Gertrude

Hamlet’s mother is a weak and loving woman whose nature,
once formed in marriage, shall ever after demand a husband
to whom she may cling. It is obvious that she truly loved
Hamlet’s father:

Why, she would hang on himAs if increase of appetite had grown
By what it fed on. (I, ii, 143-11+5.)

King Hamlet returned her love.
So excellent a king; that was, to this,
Hyperion to a satyr. So loving to my mother,
That he might not beteem.the winds of heaven 
visit her fact too roughly.(I, ii, 139-11+2.)

Gertrude’s speeches are almost all of a plaintively 
supplicating nature, as if, aware of the inherent weakness 
of her almost entirely emotional and affectionate spirit, 
she might plead that love would permeate her listeners’ 
natures as it does hers. Subtly aware of Hamlet’s dislike 
for Claudius and pathetically eager to have the king accep
ted as was Hamlet's father, she begs Hamlet to put away his 
brooding hate and look on Claudius as she does - with love.

Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted color off,
And let thine eyes look like a friend on Denmark.(I, ii, 68-69.)
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Gertrude has Indeed posted with dexterity to

which bear the imputation of incest but her fault is not a
conscious one. That she is neither a conscious nor willing
partner in the complex of murder and hasty marriage seems
borne out by the Ghost's remarks to Hamlet.

But, howsoever thou pursuest this act,
Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive 
Against thy mother aught: leave her to heaven,
And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge,
To prick and sting her. (I, v, 8U-88.)

He seems to say that the cross of her affectionately weak 
nature will provide her with punishment. The charm and af
fection by which Claudius must have won the pliant Queen is 
not expressed in words. Claudius' speeches to Gertrude do 
not betray any hint of affection, unless "Good Gertrude"
(V, i, 319.) can be called affectionate. This is a Christian 
marriage in which the partners love each other, perhaps for 
reasons which fall short of the ideal.1 There is no rancor 
in this union but its temper is troubled.

1The "marriage" of Claudius and Gertrude is invalida
ted by a determent, the ecclesiastical impediment of crime. 
Apparently, prior to the marriage in the play, there had been 
carnal intercourse, a promise of marriage, and murder, cer
tainly on the part of the husband, Claudius. The Church can 
dispense such sinful partners, but actually never does.
Since the Canon Law of ninth century Denmark and seventeenth 
century England on this impediment is not clear, the point 
will only be raised and not treated here.
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The Merry Wives of Windsor (1600-1601)

Mr. and Mrs. Page

Falstaff notes that, like Mrs. Ford, Mrs. Page
"bears the purse, too." (I, ii, 75.) Mrs. Page, in other
words, had a great deal of control, financially at least,
over her household. This was the custom in Elizabethan
households, for, as Thomas Fuller said, "The soul of a man
is planted so high, that he overshoots such low matters as
lie levell to a woman’s eye, and therefore her counsell
therein may better hit the mark.H2 Perhaps Fuller was not
intent on being taken seriously but it was true of the
Elizabethan era of which this play is probably a reflection
that middle class wives enjoyed a great deal of freedom.

Mr. Page trusts his wife completely and makes no secret of
it. His companion, Ford, is ,not of quite the same frame of
mind regarding wives’ inclination to roam.

Though Page be a secure fool and stands
So firmly on his wife’s frailty, yet I cannot put off
My opinion so easily.

( I I ,  i ,  21*1-21*3.)

Not only does Mrs. Page enjoy her husband's confid
ence and trust but he allows her a measure of indulgence 
which is a tribute to her sense of responsibility to her

^Thomas Fuller, ffihe Holy State and The Profane State 
(London, 161*2), p. 8.

3lu Emily Pearson, Elizabethans at Home (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1957), p. 397.
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married state. His trust is complete. Any maneuver that
Falstaff can muster up will not worry Mr. Page.

If he intends this voyage towards my wife, I 
would turn her loose to him, and what he gets 
more of her than sharp words, let it lie on 
my head.

(II, i, 187-191.)
Their greetings to each other exhibit the affectionate 

civility of a couple accustomed to each other and apprecia
tive of it. "How now, Meg?" "Whither go you, George?" 
"You’ll come to dinner, George?"

Mr. Page is opposed to Fenton as a match for his
daughter but Mrs. Page, moving as freely as ever, determines
to arrange things to favor Fenton.

I will not be your friend nor enemy:
My daughter will I question how she loves you,
And as I find her, so am I affected;
Till then, farewell, sir. - She needs must go in;
Her father will be angry.

(Ill, iv, 93-97.)
She later changes her mind but, knowing her husband’s
probable displeasure, she has acted with the wisdom and
patience recommended by Thomas Fuller.

She never crosseth her husband in the spring tide 
of his anger, but stayes till it be ebbing water.
And then mildly she argues the matter, not so much 
to condemn him, as to acquit herself. Surely men, 
contrary to iron, are worst to be wrought upon 
when they are hot; and are farre more tractable 
in cold bloud.9-

The union of Mr. and Mrs. Page is a happy trusting 
one and their confidence in each other is rewarded by the

^Thomas Fuller, The Holy State and The Profane State 
(London, I6I4.2), pp. 1-2.
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quiet content of their lives.

Mr. and Mrs. Ford

Falstaff, dumped from a laundry basket, exclaims:
Mistress'. I have had ford enough:
I was thrown into the ford: I have my 
Belly full of Ford.

(Ill, v, 36-37.)
One who has been gratified by the marital inspira

tion of the Pages might well supply "Master" for "Mistress" 
here since to examine the union of Mr. and Mrs. Ford is to 
discover a most jealous and disagreeable husband married to 
a most sprightly and delightful wife. Ford, learning of 
Falstaff's plans toward Mrs. Ford, hopefully notes that his 
wife is not young. The seeds of suspicion are planted and 
the following speech sounds like a man bravely whistling in 
the dark.

I do not misdoubt my wife but I would be 
loath to turn them together. A man may be too 
confident. I would have nothing lie on my 
head. I cannot be thus satisfied.

(II, i, 192-195.)
Mrs. Ford is undeserving of her husband's growing 

distrust for she never considers Falstaff's suit as anything 
but a chance to liven up the day with a little fun. Infidel
ity is farthest from her mind. Her intentions and plans are 
clear.

I think the best way were to entertain him with 
hope till the wicked fire of lust have melted him 
in his own grease. Did you ever hear the like?

(I, i, 68-70.)
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Ford is not content to let things lie but goes
horn-mad with intrigue and disguises himself as Master
Brook to spy on his wife. He is driven farther toward
fury by appearances of infidelity and vents his rate in
this jaundiced soliloquy:

Who says this is improvident jealousy? My wife 
hath sent to him. The hour is fixed. The match 
is made. Would any man have thought of this?
See the hell of having a false woman', My bed 
shall be abused, my coffers ransacked, my 
reputation gnawn at, and I shall not only receive 
this villainous wrong but stand under the adaptation 
of abominable terms, and by him that does me this 
wrong'. Terms'. Names'. Amaimon sounds well, Lucifer, 
well, Barbason, well, yet they are devil’s additions, 
the names of fiends. But Cuckold'. Wittol'.
Cuckold'. The devil himself hath not such a name.
Page is an ass, a secure ass. He will trust his 
wife. He will not be jealous. I will rather trust 
a Fleming with my butter, Parson Hugh the Welshman 
with my cheese, an Irishman with my aqua-vitae 
bottle, or a thief to walk my ambling gelding, 
than my wife with herself. Then she plots, then 
she ruminates, then she devises, and what they think 
in their hearts they will effect. God be praised 
for my jealousy'. Eleven p' clock the hour'. I 
will prevent this, detect my wife, be revenged on 
Falstaff, and laugh at Page.

(II, ii, 302-327.)
Just as the unfortunate Falstaff is stewing in the

fire of his own lust, Ford, simmering in the pot of his own
jealousy, has managed to examplify in detail the jealous
man characterized by Francis Lenton.

He consumes him self and his wife's reputation 
both together, by his too often ceaseless sus
picions, and thinks a kiss (though before him) 
a sufficient cause for divorcé. He is so far gone 
in his disease,that all physicians have given him 
over, knowing there is but one medicine (amongst 
all) to cure him of this malady; which is, to see 
that really acted which he so steadfastly supposed; 
which (no doubt) will shortly be effected, to the



66
full recovery of the coxcomb, and the manifestation 
of his error in' s forehead, (an ornament fit for 
him.)5

Even such a ninny as Mr. Ford eventually recognizes
that his wife’s fidelity is complete. They make up easily.

Mrs. Ford. Nay, husband, let that go to make amends:
Forgive that sum, and so we' 11 all be friends. 

Mr. Ford. Well, here's my hand; all's forgiven at last.

Fenton and Anne Page

Only formally are Fenton and Anne Page a married
couple in this play since their marriage occurs in the last
scene. Fenton is a bright lad whose wooing of Anne Page
has elements of disarming candor and who seems to have found
the right formula for courting a wealthy girl.

Albeit I will confess thy father's wealth 
Was the first motive that I woo'd thee, Anne:
Yet, wooing thee, I found thee of more value 
Than Stamps in gold, or sums in sealed bags;
And ' tis the very riches of thyself 
That now I aim at. (Ill, iv, 13-18.)

Troilus and Gressida (1601-1602)

Hector and Andromache

Love in this play is no longer an element that might 
cause us to laugh at lovers. Love has never before been 
presented as anything stable in humankind but previously it

^Francis Lenton, Characterismi: or Lenton's Leasures 
Expressed in Essays (L o n d o n 163D» P. 91.



67

was possible to laugh despite the pain love brought. Now 
there is no comic relief. Love is a bitter thing. Cressida 
pledges undying love and knows as she does so that every 
word is false.

If I be false, or swerve a hair from truth,
When time is old and hath forgot itself,
When water drops have worn the stones of Troy,
And blind oblivion swallow’s cities up,
And mighty states characterless are grated
To dusty nothing: yet let memory
From false to false, among false maids in love,
Upbraid my falsehood1.

(Ill, ii, 191-198.)
Against a background such as this any marriage por

trayal, even as brief a one as this, would come off well.
The pagan marriage of Hector and Andromache can stand, how
ever, on its own merits. Their brief appearance shows a 
strong-willed warrior being begged by his wife not to go to 
battle. It is a long unpleasant wrangle. Andromache’s 
instincts for her husband’s safety are strong enough to 
ignore Hector's repeated insistence that she be quiet.

Hold you still, I say:
Mine honour keeps the weather of my fate:
Life every man holds dear; but the dear man 
Holds honour far more precious dear than life.

(V, iii, 25-28.)
Andromache refuses to remain silent and Hector dis

misses her before going to his death.
Andromache, I am offended with you:
Upon the love you bear me, get you in.

(V, iii, 77-78.)
There is love here but of a selfish kind since Andromache 
seeks to restrain Hector for her own sake. Her protestations 
lack affection of any kind. Hector for his part is intent
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postlude to a battle.

All1 s Well That Ends Well (1602-1603)

Bertram and Helena

Distasteful though it may be to modern audiences,
this play was probably not so to Elizabethan playgoers.
The tricks a woman used to snare, first a husband, then his
love, were probably more appealing to Renaissance audiences
than they are to modern ones. The modern playgoer is apt
to «dislike Bertram for his foulness and Helena for her
self-deluding credulity. Helena is enamoured of the lying,
preening Bertram even with full knowledge of his faults.

I love him for his sake;
And yet I know him a notorious liar,
Think him a great way fool, solely a coward;
Yet these fix'd evils set so fit in him
That they take place when virtue* s steely bones
Look bleak i’ the cold wind.

(I, i, 110-115.)
Bertram's sentiments are crudely blunt:

A poor physician* s daughter my wife*. Disdain 
Rather corrupt me forever.

(II, iii, 122-123.)

Later he hastens to add:
I cannot love her, nor will strive to do* t.

(II, iii, 153.)
The impossible conditions set by Bertram for Helena 

to claim him as a husband introduce into this play an element 
seen only once before in Shakespeare's treatment of 
marriage-adultery or the elaborately planned attempt to

6 8
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achieve it. Heretofore only Tamora in Titus Andronieus 
has been guilty adulterously of intent and deed. There is 
an imputation of adultery to Queen Margaret in II Henry the 
VI but no evidence supports it. Bertram, knowing himself 
married, has nevertheless laid siege in Florence to the 
charms of Diana Capileto His ardour is obviously not just 
aimed at the bestowal of compliments.

Every night he comes
With musics of all sorts, and songs compos’d 
to her unworthiness: it nothing steads us 
To chide him from our eaves; for he persists,
As if his life lay on' t.

(Ill, vii, 39-M+.)
Bertram pursues his suit with mendacious charm and

persuades Diana to submit to him.
My mother told me just how he would woo,
As if she sat in his heart; she says all men 
Have the like oath: he hath sworn to marry me 
When his wife’ s dead.

(IV, ii, 69-72.)
Bertram arranges the plan and achievement of this seduction 
while he is still married. A point in his credit might be 
to say that he doubtless considers himself unmarried or at 
least in no way responsible as a husband since he married at 
royal command. It might be stretching it a bit, however, to 
ascribe to a fop as vain and empty-headed as Bertram such a 
complete knowledge of canonical subtleties. Technically he 
does not commit adultery since the woman he embraces in the 
concealing dark is really his wife. His intent, however, 
was fully that it be Diana and not Helena. Helena's in
credible plan to snare her worthless husband has succeeded.
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It is a
...wicked meaning in a lawful deed,
And lawful meaning in a lawful act:
Where both not sin, and yet a sinful fact.

(Ill, vii,
The play succeeds somewhat artificially to the for

tune of its title. Bertram's last speech (as one might ex
pect, an easily-mouthed protestation of devotion) both 
assures us of a play well ended and yet leaves us with an 
acceptance touched with cynicism.

If she, my liege, can make me know this clearly,
I'11 love her dearly, ever, ever, dearly.

(V, iii, 316-317.)

Measure For Measure (l60l].-l605)

Claudio and Juliet

The alleged crime for which Claudio is sent to prison
is really no crime at all. He lacks the outward form of a
marriage ceremony but he is bound to Juliet by a de praesenti
betrothal and their cohabitation makes the contract binding.

Upon a true contract 
I got possession of Juliet's bed:
You know the lady; she is fast my wife,
Save that we do the denunciation lack 
Of outward order: this we came not to 
Only for propogation of a dower 
Remaining in the coffer of her friends;
From whom we thought it meet to hide our love 
Till time had made them for us.

(I, iii, II4.9-I57 o )
Juliet* s appearance is limited to a mere thirteen 

lines, none of them with Claudio. It is apparent from 
Juliet's conversation with the disguised Duke that she and
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Claudio love each other.
Duke. 
Juliet. 
Duke.
Juliet.

Love you the man that wrong'd you?
Yes, as I love the woman that wrong'd him. 
So then, it seems your most offenceful act 
Was mutually committed?
Mutually. (II, iii, 214.-28.)

This happy "almost" marriage lacks only the outward
blessing of a Christian ceremony.

Angelo and Mariana

Unpleasant people are not hard to locate among 
Shakespeare's protagonists but for unalloyed and knowledg- 
able hypocrisy, Angelo is hard to beat. Isabella's threat 
that she will expose his lewd proposal is met with smug 
confidence:

Who will believe thee, Isabel?
My unsoiled name, the austereness of my life,
My vouch against you, and my place i' the state
Will so your accusation overweigh
That you shall stifle in your own report,
And smell of calumny. I have begun:
And now I give my sensual race the rein:
Pit thy consent to my sharp appetite;
Lay by all nicety and prolixious blushes
That banish what they sue for: redeem, thy brother
By yielding up thy body to my will:
Or else he must not only die the death,
But thy unkindness shall his death draw out 
To lingering sufferance: answer not tomorrow,
Or, by the affection that now guides me most,
I' 11 prove a tyrant to him. As for you,
Sav what you will, my false o' erweighs your true.

(II, iv, I5i;-170.)
His essential callousness is revealed in the matter 

of his de futuro betrothal to Mariana which he broke off 
because her dowry was not up to the betrothal agreement.
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My lord, I must confess I know this woman;
And five years since there was some speech of marriage 
Betwixt myself and her; which was broke off 
Partly for that her promts'd proportions 
Came short of composition.

(V, i, 216-220.)
Because Mariana took Isabella* s place and was possessed

by Angelo in the garden house, the act of cohabitation makes
their de futuro betrothal a binding contract. The Duke* s
command that they be married does not add any happiness to
this match. It adds only an ending. Mariana's declaration
that she craves "no other, nor no better" man shines dully
beside the bad grace of Angelo's last speech;

INam sorry that such sorrow I procure:
And so deep sticks it in my penitent heart 
That I crave death more willingly than mercy;
’ Tis my deserving and I do entreat it.

(V, i, 1179-^82.)
The sole rewards for observing this union are a 

sour taste and small hope«

Othello, The Moor of Venice (160U-1605)

Othello and Desdemona

The marriage of Desdemona and Othello has an unfor
tunate beginning which perhaps explains why Brabantio quite 
feasibly claims that Othello used witchcraft to win his 
daughter.

She is abus'd, stol'n from me, and corrupted 
By spells and medicine bought of mountebanks:
For nature so preposterously to err,
Being not deficient, blind, or lame of sense,
Sana witchcraft could not.

(I, iii, 60— )
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It is obvious later that nature could err and the explana
tion of Brabantio's anger is his complete inability to 
understand why his daughter would fail to make a proper 
marriage to one of her own rank. Her elopement with the 
Moor is the first sign that Desdemona is no simple maid, 
languorously awaiting parental decisions on a future 
marriage. The second sign is her delicately cunning way of 
winning the straight forward soldier. She has asked 
Othello to relate to her stories of his military career, 
for him a willing task.

My story being done,
She gave me for my pains a world of sighs:
She swore-in faith, ' twas strange, ' twas passing strange; 
1 Twas pitiful, ‘twas wondrous pitiful:
She wish’d she had not heard it; yet she wish'd 
That heaven had made her such a man: she thank’d me;
And bade me, if I had a friend that lov'd her,
I should but teach him how to tell my story,
And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spoke:
She lov'd me for the dangers I had pass' d;
I lov'd her that she did pity them.
This only is the witchcraft I have us'd:-

(I, iii, 158-169.)
Othello is not so completely the soldier that he cannot 
assume the lover's stance and take so pleasing a bait. 
Desdemona, in her turn, shows before her father and the 
judging Duke that she can lucidly and calmly declare her 
feelings for Othello.

I am hitherto your daughter: but here's my husband;
And so much duty as my mother showed 
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge that I may profess 
Due to the Moor, my lord.

(I, ii, 185-189.)
The simple-minded and straightforward Moor, who took



71+

a wife when she offered herself, and the almost equally 
simple Desdemona, who combines charming chicanery with 
candor and poise, are thus brought together as man and wife, 
loving each other's ostensible merits as intensely as 
imaginations fascinated by the obvious will allow. It is 
soon apparent, by the stimulus of Iago's machinations, that 
Othello and his wife have more in each other than they bar
gained for. Desdemona, anxious to exhibit the management 
by which she won her husband, pleads for Gassio. Othello, 
incapable of anything but an elephantine subtlety and in
flamed by Iago's arousals, gives vent to his first doubts 

\
about Desdemona.

0 curse of marriage,
That we can call these delicate creatures ours,
And not their appetites'. I had rather be a toad,
And live upon the vapor of a dungeon,
Than keep a corner of the thing I love 
For others' uses.

(Ill, iii, 268-273.)
Jealousy, "the green-eyed monster which doth mock 

the meat it feeds on," has reared its head and Desdemona, 
adept at artful parlor wooing, is completely at a loss 
either to understand or cope with Othello's unreasoning 
anger. Her ingenuous panic turns her to Iago for help.

Alas, Iago,
What shall I do to win my lord again?
Good friend, go to him; for by this light of heaven,
I know not how I lost him.

(IV, ii, 148-1 5 1.)
Othello's lack of mental resources, his inability 

to answer appearance with imagination, lead him at last
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to that chaotic madness which ends in Desdemona's murder.
It is the cause, it is the cause, my soul,- 
Let me not name it to you, you chaste stars! - 
It is the cause. Yet I'll not shed her blood;
Nor scar that whiter skin of hers than snow,
And smooth as monumental alabaster.
Yet she must die, else shall betray more men.
Put out the light, and then put out the light:
If I quench thee, thou flaming minister,
I can again thy former light restore,
Should I repent me:-but once put out thy light 
Thou cunning' st pattern of excelling nature,
I know not where is that Promethean heat 
That can thy light relume.

(V, i, 1-13.)
It can be assumed that this was a Christian marriage since it 
takes place in a Christian setting. Othello, if he embraced 
the Christian religion at all, failed to bring to his marri
age the Christian virtues of humility, patience and forbear
ance which might have enabled him to banish jealousy and 
continue an otherwise happy marriage.

Iago and Emilia

Throughout this drama it is plain that Iago is so 
wrapped in evil that he never regards Emilia as anything 
but a foil for his plots to injure Othello. Rumors of an 
affair between Othello and Emilia do not anger Iago; his 
reaction is to plan calm retribution. There does not seem 
to be any affection lost between Emilia and her husband. 
Iago's reaction to her kissing Cassio implies that she is 
a scold.

Sir, would she give you so much of her lips 
As of her tongue she oft bestows on me
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You1 d have enough.
(II, i, 101-103.)

Iago defends this stand by characterizing Emilia 
with all women:

You are pictures out of doors,
Bells in your parlors, wild cats in your kitchens,
Saints in your injuries, devils being offended,
Players in your housewifery, and housewives in your beds.

(II, i, 110-113.)
The lively Emilia is not as completely amoral as her husband 
but she nonetheless can match him in coining judgments that 
have the odor of vulgar disparagement.

' Tis not a year or two shows us a man:
They are all but stomachs, and we are all but food:
They eat us hungerly, and when they are full,
They belch us.

(Ill, iv, 103-106.)
Emilia is obedient. Iago has asked her to steal 

Desdemona's handkerchief. Emilia is willing to steal it if 
only to obey her husband.

What he'll do with it, heaven knows, not I;
I nothing but to please his fantasy.

It Is hard to see just what the relationship of Iago 
and Emilia is based on unless it be custom founded on cere
mony. They are used to each other. Iago is continually 
and unsuccessfully trying to still her tongue. Emilia, 
finally aware of the enormity of Iago's seemingly harmless 
maneuvers, reveals his guilt to the others

Emilia. You told a lie; an odious damned lie;
Upon my soul a lie; a wicked lie:-
She false with cassio'. Did you say with Cassio?

Iago. With Cassio, mistress. Go to, charm your 
tongue.

Emilia. I will not charm my tongue; I am bound 
to speak.

(V, ii, I8O-I8I4.)
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before, ends.
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King Lear (160^-1606)

The Duke of Cornwall and Regan

Cruelty is a fountainhead primed by pain. The ruling 
element in the character of Cornwall and Regan is cruelty.
In Regan’s case, her cruelty is visited on her father. In 
Cornwall's case, cruelty bides its time till the essentially 
weak Duke can pluck out Gloucester's eyes. Regan and 
Cornwall, who exchange no words of affection to indicate 
that they are united in marriage, are like performers whose 
cruel feats provide each other with perverse entertainment. 
Cornwall's death in the third act ends an unpleasant union of 
two unpleasant people. It seems to be a straw-marriage, de
vised only for dramatic convenience.

The Duke of Albany and Goneril

When Cordelia incisively questions her sisters' de
votion to their father, she underscores the nature of their 
pledges to their husbands.

Why have my sisters husbands if they say 
They love you all?

(I, i, 101-102)
If Goneril's statement of love for her father is so laden 
with deceit, the lack of sincerity in her speeches to her 
husband can only be imagined. Albany has the appearance of
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a man who has missed being in his wife’s confidence and is
unaware of her evasions and impostures. His surprise at
Lear’s first rage with Goneril seems genuine.

My lord, I am guiltless, as I am ignorant 
Of what hath rnov'd you.

(I, v, 29l|-295.)
Albany is uncomfortable about what is happening to

Lear but cannot help but express his love for Goneril in
his objection. Her snappish answer is merely a reminder,
vaguely genteel, that he not concern himself.

Albany. I cannot be so partial, Goneril,
To the great love I bear you,- 

Goneril. Pray you, content.
(I, v, 336.)

The depiction of their match suffers from a lack of 
scenes where they are together, and expression of senti
ments to show how their feelings for each other ebb and 
flow. It is apparent however that by the fourth act, Albany 
has seen enough of Goneril’s treatment of her father to 
alter the "great love" he bears her. Indeed, his love has 
changed almost to hate.

Wisdom and goodness to the vile seem vile:
Filths savor but themselves. What have you done?
Tigers, not daughters, what have you performed?
A father, and a gracious old man,
Whose reverence the head-lugg’d bear would lick,
Most barbarous, most degenerate^bave you madded.

(IV, ii, 38-I4.3 .)
Goneril's answer Is strong with contempt for her

husband.
Milk-livered man'.

That bearest a cheek for blows, a head for wrongsj
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Who hast not in thy brows an eye discerning 
Thine honours from thy suffering; that not know'st 
Fools do these villains pity who are punished 
Ere they have done their mischief.

(IV, ii, 50-55.)
Never really together, their union now awaits but 

one final misdeed to drive them apart completely. Their 
spiritual divorce is achieved by Goneril’ s love letter to 
Edmund and physically they are sundered by Goneril's death.

The King of France and Cordelia

Cordelia, in paying the price of sincerity, tempers 
her candor with wisdom and tact when she declares of her 
future husband:

Haply, when I shall wed,
That lord whose hand must take my plight shall 

carry
Half my love with him, half my care and duty:
Sure I shall never marry like my sisters,
To love my father all.

<1, i, 102-106.)
Even though contrasted with her obviously evil 

sisters, there is not much character delineation discern
ible in Cordelia’s first act speeches. Much more of her is 
seen in the amorous speech of the King of France who chooses 
her as wife:

Fairest Cordelia, that art most rich, being poor;
Most choice, forsaken; and most lov'd, despis’d,
Thee and thy virtues here I seize upon:
Be it lawful, I take up what’s cast away.
Gods, gods’. ' Tis strange that from their cold' st

neglect
My love should kindle to respect.

(I, i, 253-258.)
France leaves the play in this scene and does not 

reappear. Strictly speaking, France and Cordelia do not
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constitute a marriage of the type being examined here.
When they leave the stage they are not yet man and wife 
and they do not reappear together. If a cursory judgment 
of their feelings for each other is possible and valid, 
then the love expressed here can only grow. It is diffi
cult to say if these marriages are Christian since divinity 
is invoked at various times in various ways. The blinded 
Gloucester refers to the gods bitterly:

As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods,
They kill us for their sport.

(IV, i, 38-39.)
The maddened Lear alludes to one God:

And we’ 11 talk about them, too,-
Who loses and who wins; who’s in and who's out;- 
And take upon's the mystery of things 
As if we were God's spies.

(V, iii, li|-17.)

Macbeth (1605-1606)

Macbeth and his Lady

Macbeth is a man whose fate it is to be the vain and 
credulous pawn of women. The witches are the first to let 
him smell the odor of ambition but it remains for Lady 
Macbeth to breed in him a nose for power and the mad aban
don the use of power brings. Macbeth has a great deal of 
trust in her and loses no time in posting news to her of 
all that has happened. Lady Macbeth sees the letter as a 
blueprint to power, this and knowledge of her husband's 
character apprise her of the necessity of bolstering up his
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courage.
Yet do I fear thy nature;

It is too full of the milk of human kindness 
To catch the nearest way: thou would1 st be great;
Art not without ambition; but without
The illness should attend it. What thou would’ st highly 
That would’ st thou holily; wouldst not play false,
And yet would wrongly win.

(I, iv, 17-23.)
There is no way of knowing if Macbeth was aware of 

the wells of evil hidden in his wife but his letter shows
them up and makes her call on the powers of darkness for 
strength to deny not only her womanliness, but any strain
of mercy to which she might be heir.

i Come you spirits
That tend on mortal thought, unsex me here;
And fill me from the crown to the toe, top-full 
Of the direst cruelty’, make thick my blood,
Stop up the access and passage of remorse,
That no compunctious visitings of nature 
Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between 
The effect and it.

(I, v, i|l-i|8.)
Macbeth’s fate, by these words, is sealed and will be

guided by his Lady’s ministering words. A chance for her to
prop up his faltering courage comes soon enough and she
taunts the failure of his manhood.

When you durst do it, then you were a man; 
And, to be that what you were, you would 
Be so much more the man.

(I, vii, 49-51.)
Macbeth, shaken by her vicious purpose, tells her:

Bring forth men-children only;
For thy undaunted mettle should compose 
Nothing but males.

(I, vii, 72-7i|.)
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Lady Macbeth' s terrifying nature is concealed and she seems 
but a conventional wife to others. The horror of Duncan's 
murder is such that Macduff wishes to conceal it from her.

0 gentle lady
'Tis not for you to hear what I can speak:
The repetition in a woman's ear,
Would murder as it fell.

(II, iii, 88-91.)
Her duplicity is complete and Macbeth, like a 

fascinated pawn, yet calls her "love," "dearest wife," and 
"dearest chuck." A change begins to occur in him. Previous
ly it was Lady Macbeth who boosted MacBeth to his dark deeds 
but now the enjoyment of evil begins to steal upon him and 
Macbeth calls for the cloaking power of night so that he may 
resort to his own initiative.

Lady Macbeth. What's to be done?
Macbeth. Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck, 

Till thou applaud the deed. Come, seeling night,
Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day;
Cancel and tear to pieces the great bond
Which keeps me pale'. - Light thickens; and the crow
Makes wings to the wooky wood:
Good things of day begin to droop and drowse;
While's night's black agents to their prey do rouse.
Thou marvell' st at my words: but hold thee still;
Things bad begun make strong themselves by ill.

(Ill, ii, U4-S5.)
The blood-spattered alliance that spawned the murders 

of Duncan and Banquo has changed Macbeth from a thinker to a 
doer. His seeming devotion to his wife is unchanged. To 
him she Is still "sweet remembrancer." Her feelings for him 
have not changed. He, to her, is still the hesitater who 
needs spurring, and her last speech to him is a rebuke:

You lack the season of all natures, sleep.
(Ill, iv, ll+l.)
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Macbeth and his Lady separate in the third act and 
do not come together again. Lady Macbeth' s death is re
ported and Macbeth grimly ruminates on her death and on the 
end her proddings have brought him to:

Out, out, brief candle'.
Life's but a walking shadow; a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more; it is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing«

(III, v, 23-27o)
Macbeth and his wife pursue power with murderous 

industry. Aside from this and their private moments, they 
are a devoted husband and wife.

Antony and Cleopatra (1606-1607)

Antony and Octavia

Adultery, which is for the most part absent in 
Shakespeare's marriages, appears here for only the third 
time in thirty-one plays. It does not appear again.
Antony is shown here as adulterously violating the sanctity 
of both his pagan marriages. As the play opens Antony is 
married to Fulvia but is dallying in Egypt, to the great mis
giving of his officers.

His captain's heart,
Which in the scuffles of great fights hath burst 
The buckles on his breast, reneges all temper,
And is become the bellows and the fan 
To cool a gypsy's lust.

(I, i, 6-10.)
It is plain from Antony’s reaction to Fulvia's
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she is dead. His lack of deep emotion at her death indicates
that he cannot have loved her very much in life. The nature
of their marriage, hinted at in his speech, can be an object
only of conjecture. His lack of love for her while she lived
is somewhat recompensed by his regret for her death.

There's a great spirit gone'. Thus did I desire it:
What our contempts do often hurl from us,
We wish it ours again; the present pleasure,
By revolution lowering, does become
The opposite of itself: she's good, being gone;
The hand could pluck her back that shov* d her on.

(I, ii, 131-135.)
As an unmarried statesman and leader, Antony does not 

remain single for long. He agrees, somewhat surprisingly, 
to a marriage with Octavia.

May I never
To this good purpose, that so fairly shows,
Dream of impediment'. Let me have thy hand:
Further from this act of grace; and from this hour 
The heart of brothers govern in our loves 
And sway our great designs'.

(II, ii, 150-155.)
It seems that whatever hold Cleopatra had on Antony

is broken. Mecaenas thinks so and Enobarbus disagrees.
Mecaenas. Now Antony must leave her utterly.
Enobarbus. Never; he will not:

(II, ii, 2i|l-i|2.)
Antony himself testifies that his marriage to Octavia has 
been accomplished only for convenience. His old fascina
tion for Cleopatra still abides.

I will to Egypt:
And though I make this marriage for my peace 
I' the East my pleasure lies.

(II, iii, 38-i|0.)
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women of influential families were to serve the purpose of
the state by marriage, is married to Antony. Menas the
Pirate makes the best commentary on the match.

I think the policy of that purpose made more in 
the marriage than the love of the parties.

(II, vi, 126-127.)
Antony and Octavia together are distantly formal as 

if both were aware of the true nature of their union and 
were anxious only to preserve peace by courtesy. More ef
fort toward permanence is exerted by Octavia than by her 
husband. Conflict looms between Octavius Caesar and Antony. 
Her loyalty to her brother Caesar, a loyalty of blood, and 
her allegiance by ceremony to her husband Antony, an 
allegiance of convenience, tear at her and find anguished 
expression:

Sure the good gods will -mock me presently 
When I shall pray, 0, bless my lord and husband'.
Undo that prayer, by crying out as loud,
0, bless my brother'. Husband win, brother win,
Prays and destroys the prayer; no midway 
' Twixt these extremes at all.

(Ill, iv, 15-20.)
Antony, scarcely caring, courteously allows her to 

take her leave. Octavia still believes that their marriage 
will survive, despite Antony's war with Caesar. Caesar 
puts her straight:

Cleopatra
Hath nodded him to her. He hath given his empire 
Up to a whore.

(Ill, vi, 65-67.)



The only attractive thing about this pagan marriage is 
Octavia1 s dutiful attitude toward the marriage bond. The 
principal flaw in the match is the nature of Antony1 s charac
ter. He has the choice of two women. In Octavia wisdom, 
beauty, and modesty endow a woman whom a more settled and 
mature man would choose immediately. Cleopatra, temptress 
and purveyor of all that is transitory, is the opposite, par
ticularly in virtue.

Other women cloy
The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry
Where most she satisfied.

(II, ii, 2i|i|-2i|.6.
Antony ultimately chose Cleopatra although he knew 

instinctively that he should not. Before the marriage to 
Octavia was ever proposed, Antony sensed the felly of con
sorting with the Egyptian.

I must from this enchanting queen break off;
Ten thousand harms, more than the ills I know,
My idleness doth hatch.

(I, ii, 137-139.)
He is Incapable of doing so. Enobarbus later aptly 

characterizes him as "our courteous Antony, whom ne' er the 
word of 'No1 woman heard speak." (II, ii, 227-228.) In 
summation, it can be said that Antony is a man whose at
tractiveness to women and weakness of resolve make him as 
unfit partner in any marriage.

Coriolanus (1607-1608)

Coriolanus and Vergilia
The lamentable thing about Vergilia’s marriage to
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Coriolanus is that she must endure not only an immature 
husband but a domineering mother-in-law. Volumnia has 
raised Coriolanus so strictly that he still is dependent on 
her for advice and support. When Coriolanus returns to Rome 
for the first time, Volumnia and Vergilia greet him in com
pany with the populace. He greets his mother first and 
thanks her for her prayers.

0, you have, I know, petition’d all the gods 
For my prosperity’.

(II, i, 188-189.)
He addresses Vergilia laconically as "my gracious 

silence." He does not again address her directly till the 
first scene of act four and then only to request that she 
stop imploring the heavens. In any introspection needing 
reassuring reference Coriolanus reverts, not to thoughts of 
the sweet and retiring Vergilia, but to the stern and 
authoritarian image of his mother.

I muse my mother,
Does not approve me further, who was wont 
To call them woolen vessels, things created 
'To buy and sell with groats; to show bare heads 
In congregations, to yawn, be still, and wonder,
When one but of my ordnance stood up 
To speak of peace or war.

(Ill, ii, 7-13.)
Vergilia’s part is a weak and retiring one, always 

a foil for Volumnia, not that a woman of strength and pro
jection would need a foil. Almost always Vergilia’s re
marks Vergilia’s remarks are in an imploring vein. Seldom 
does she assert herself. When she asks Sicinius to remain 
awhile, she muses, almost to herself:
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You shall stay too. I would I had the power 
To say so to my husband.

(IV, il, 114.-1 5 .)
This is her sole effort to retain the gadding Coriolanus 
at home. In any meeting of Coriolanus with Volumnia and 
Vergilia, Coriolanus speaks first and at lenth to his mother. 
His communications with his wife are brief and only on one 
occasion does Coriolanus express any emotion to Vergilia 
that might be called affection. When his wife and mother 
come to the Voscian camp, pleading that he spare Rome, 
Coriolanus tells Vergilia that he has been faithful to her 
in his absence.

0, a kiss
Long as my exile, sweet as my revenge;
Now, by the jealous queen of heaven, that kiss 
I carried from thee, dear; and my true lip 
Hath virgined it e' er since.

(V, iii, UU-I18.)
Yet even this small tenderness, which is quite a 

crack in the soldierly mold, does not slip by without 
being accompanied by a tribute to his ever-present mother.

You gods'. I prate,
And the most noble mother of the world 
Leave unsaluted: sink, my knee, i' the earth;
Of thy deep duty more impression show 
Than that of common sons.

(V, iii, 14.8-5 2.)
The embassy of wife, child, and mother is successful 

and Coriolanus decides to spare Rome and return to it. He 
attributes this to his mother but his fervent attribution 
is heavy with another possible meaning. Volumnia has indeed 
prevailed with him but the meaning need not refer with imme
diacy, since it was her influence, from childhoos on, that
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feels is imminent, he accepts with stoic resignation,

0 my mother, mother1, O’.
You have won a happy victory to Rome;
But for your son,-believe it, 0 believe it,
Most dangerously you have with him prevailed,
If not most mortal to him.

(V, iii, 185-189.)
Goriolanus and Vergilia cannot be said to have a marri

age on which others might be modeled. They are happy within 
limits. Coriolanus, married to his sword and ruled by his 
mother, is incapable of contracting a mature match.
Vergilia is too weak and unassertive to master the barrier 
to true union with her husband.

Timon of Athens (1607-1608)

The closest thing to marriage in this play is the 
alliance between Alcibiades and his two mistresses, Phrynia 
and Timandra. This pair of harlots is portrayed as so 
hardened and callous that for a playwright to soften their 
natures and devise a marriage for one of them to Alcibiades 
would be to prey too much on a viewer's imagination and

89

credulity.



CHAPTER  V I

MARRIAGES "ON THE HEIGHTS” (1608-1613) 

Pericles, Prince of Tyre (1608-1609)

Pericles and Thaisa

This first marriage of Shakespeare's last period of 
productivity is conventional in all respects, albeit a 
rather brief portrayal. Pericles as a suitor for Simonides' 
daughter is well thought of by Thaisa, the object of his 
affec tions.

By Juno, that is queen of marriage,
All viands that I eat do seem unsavory.
Wishing him my meat. Sure, he' s a gallant gentleman.

(II, iii, 30-32.)
Commanded by her father to address her suitor, she jeers 
that to do so will damage her image as a maid in Pericles' 

e y e s .

Alas, my father, it begets not me 
Unto a stranger knight to be so bold:
He may my proffer take for an offence 
Since men take women's gifts for impudence.

(II, iii, 66-69.)
Since there are no married speeches between Pericles 

and Thaisa save at their reunion, the success of their marri
age can only be guessed at by judging his intentions in the 
tenor of his courtship.

My actions are as noble as my thoughts,
That never relish'd of a base descent.
I came unto your court for honor's cause,
And not to be a rebel to her state;
And he that otherwise accounts of me
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This sword shall prove he* s honor’s enemy.
(II, v, 59-6!+.)

Like Aegeon and Aemilia in Comedy of Errors, the
course of Pericles’ and Thaisa's marriage consists of a long
separation with a reunion at the end of the play. That
their marriage was possessed of those elements that make for
a true reunion is evident when one sees Pericles’ ecstasy of
gratitude at finding Thaisa alive.

This, This: no more, you gods'. Your present kindness 
Makes my past miseries sports: you shall do well,
That on touching of her lips I may
Melt and no more he seen. 0, come, be buried
A second time within these arms.

(V, iii, 1+0-1+1+.)
\

This pagan marriage and drama can best be summed up
in the eloquent words of the epilogue:

In Pericles, his queen and daughter, seen,
Although assailed with fortune fierce and keen,
Virtue preserved from fell destruction's blast,
Led on by heaven, and crown'd with joy at last.

Cleon and Dionyza

The marriage of Cleon and Dionyza is calm, dull, and 
almost wooden. Communication between them is uninteresting 
and deals with public rather than private affairs. It is 
only when they agree to care for Marina, the child of 
Pericles, that their relationship begins to show some devel
opment.

Dionyza in particular is most pronounced about the 
impartial affection she will show to Pericles' motherless
child.
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I have one myself,
Who shall not be more dear to my respect 
Than yours, my lord,

(III, iii, 32-31*.)
It is Marina's ill-fortune to grow up in unconscious com
petition with Dionyza's daughter, Philoten, whom Marina 
consistently exceeds in domestic skills. The tigerish fury 
of a jealous mother is awakened in Dionyza, She hires as 
assassin to eliminate Marina and defends her course to the 
infuriated Cleon. Cleon seems without recourse to discip
line this virago. Dionyza seems confident of her power over 
her husband, Cleon.

Thou art like the harpy,
Which, to betray, dost, with Thine angel's face,
Seize with Thine eagles talons.
Dionyza, you are like one that superstitiously
Doth swear to to the gods that winter kills the flies:
But yet I know you' 11 do as I advise.

(IV, iii, 1*6-51.)
Cleon and Dionyza do not again appear after this ex

change and the only commentary that can be made of this 
pagan marriage is that it is in most respects commonplace 
and proper except for Dionyza's tendency to defy her husband.

Cymbeline (1609-1610)

Cymbeline and his Queen

The Elizabethans were fond of quoting Diogenes' 
answer to when a man should marry: a young man not yet, an 
old man not at all. The answer was consistent with a popu
lar belief that old men lacked the requisite wisdom to choose
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not only the fervent care of a young bride but the mature 
solicitude which an older woman would need if she were to 
enter a man’ s life when it was three quarters finished.
The difficulties encountered when the partners to a later 
marriage, whose loyalties and feelings had been formed by 
previous unions, contract a match to allay loneliness are 
easily seen in the marriage of Cymbeline and his Queen.
The Queen is the classic personification of the wicked 
stepmother. Superficially a model of sweet willingness, 
she is secretly a schemer and a dissimulator. Her solicit
ous refoinder to Imogen and Poshumus indicates the turn of 
her mind.

Be brief, I pray you:
If the king come I shall incur I know not 
How much of his displeasure. Aside Yet 

I’ 11 move him
To walk this way: I never .do him wrong 
But he does buy my injuries to be friends,
Pays dear for my offences.

(I, i, 102-106.)

The Queen's dullard son, Cloten, receives advice from his 
mother that might easily be termed a master plan for ex
pedient toadying.

You are most bound to one king,
Who lets go by no vantages that may
Pryer you to his daughter. Frame yourself
To orderly solicits, and be friended
With aptness of the season; make denials
Increase your services; so seem as if
You were inspir'd to do those duties which
You tender to her; that you in all obey her,
Save when command to your dismission tends,
And therein you are senseless.

(II, iii, ^9-58.)
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Cymbeline's marriage to the Queen is a fail match 
and ironically, contains no gestures of marital affection 
on Cymbeline's part. He never addresses the Queen affec
tionately. She on the other hand is most gracious and it 
is only when she dies ranting insanely, that the true 
nature of her feelings is discovered by the trusting 
Cymbeline.

First, she confess'd she never lov'd you;
Only affected greatness got by you, not you:
Married your royalty, was wife to your place;
Abhorr'd your person.

(V, v, 37 —i+0. )
Cymbeline can only reply:

6 most delicate fiend:
Who is' t can read a woman?

(V, v, 177-1{.8.)

Posthumus Leonatus and Imogen

This is a marriage of fervent faithful love ravaged 
temporarily by jealousy. Imogen and Posthumus, newly 
married, are so sure of each other's eternal love that 
their forced parting is preceded by paeon-like declarations 
of fervor and fidelity.
Pos thumus:

My queen1, my mistress'.
0 lady, weep no more, lest I give cause
To be suspected of more tenderness
Than doth become a man'. I will remain
The loyal1 st husband that did e'er plight troth.

(I, i, 92-96.)
Imogen :

My dearest husband,
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I something fear my father's wrath; but nothing,-
Always reserved my holy duty,-what
His rage can do on me. You must begone;
And I shall here abide the hourly shot 
Of angry eyes; not comforted to live,
But that there is this jewel in the world 
That I may see again.

(I, i, 85-91.)
Both partners in this pagan match are paragons of 

all the masculine and feminine virtues. Posthumus is des
cribed by an enemy as sitting,

...amongst men like a descended god:
He hath a kind of honour sets him off,
More than mortal seeming.

(I, vi, 169-171.)
Imogen, even to the doltish Cloten, is reluctantly a 
goddess :

I love her and hate her: for she's fair and royal,
And that she hath all courtly parts more exquisite
Than lady, ladies, woman; from every one
The best she hath, and she, of all compounded,
Outsells them all.

(Ill, v, 70-7U.)
Posthumus' consenting to a test of his wife's virtue 

when she is unsupported by her husband's presence is fool
ish. The Elizabethans were wont to regard chastity as 
woman's highest virtue. It would be safe to say that 
Posthumus allowed his wife's virtue to be tested in a fit 
of frivolous over-confidence. The slips and misdirections 
of the plot present their marriage with its first and only 
flaw, the ravages of jealousy. When Posthumus hears 
Iachimo's recitation of the details of Imogen's chamber, his 
passions rise and he characterizes the falsity of all women 
in Imogen's apparent wrong:
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Let there be no honour
Where there is beauty; truth where semblance; love 
Where there's another man; the vows of women 
Of no more bondage be to where they are made 
Than they are to their virtues, which is nothing.
O', above measure false.

(II, iv, 108-113.)
Posthumus decides to kill her or have it done. When 
Imogen, secure in her chastity, realizes the injustice 
done her, she raves about the nature of men with a vehem
ence that matches her husband's speech.

O', men's vows are women's traitors'. All good seeming,
By thy revolt, 0 husband', shall be thought 
Put on for villainy: not born where' t grows,
But worn a bait for ladies. {

(III, iv, 56-59.)
When it appears to Posthumus that Imogen is dead, 

the headlong folly of his passionately jealous behaviour 
comes home to him and he soliloquizes about the marital 
patience he never displayed:

You married ones,
If each of you should take this course, horn many 
Must murder wives much better than themselves 
For wrying but a little’.

(V, i, 2-5.)

A marriage of two paragons so well begun and so 
stormily tested cannot by any artistic canon come to a bad 
end. Shakespeare must have written to please audiences.
To damn Posthumus and Imogen to the hell of permanent separa
tion would offend an audience that had agonized at the 
twists and turns of a marriage buffeted by jeaieuBy. It 
ends happily and the two are reunited. Posthumus declares 
as he embraces Imogen:
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Hang there like fruit, my soul,
Till the tree die’.

(V, v, 263.)

The Winter’s Tale (1610-1611)

Leontes and Hermione

This marriage, like the one immediately preceding it, 
is a tale of jealousy and an unjustly accused wife. Like 
Posthumus, Leontes jealous fit is of his own manufacture.
He has used Hermione* s charm to prolong Polixenes’ stay 
and is angered because she is successful.

N Too hot, too hot*.
To mingle friendship far is mingling bloods.
I have tremor cordis on me: my heart dances;
But not for joy; not joy. This entertainment 
May a free face put on, derive a liberty 
Prom heartiness, from beauty, fertile bosom,
And well become the agent: ’ t may, I grant:
But to be paddling Palms and pinching fingers,
As now they are, and making practis’d smiles,
As in a looking glass; and then to sigh, as ’ twere 
The mort o’ the deer; 0*. that is entertainment 
My bosom likes not, nor my brows.

(I, ii, 109-120.)
Leontes catalogues for Camillo the signs whereby a 

husband might ascertain his wife* s infidelity. The signs 
are an insight into the psychology of the jealous man for 
the "nothings" referred to by Leontes are indeed nothing 
if not seen by an eye which colors them with jealousy.

Is whispering nothing?
Is leaning cheek to cheek? is meeting noses?
Kissing with inside lip? stopping the career 
Of laughter with a sigh?-a note infallible 
Of breaking honesty;-horsing foot on foot,
Skulking in corners? Wishing clocks more swift?
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Hours, minutes? noon, midnight? and all eyes 
Blind with the pin and web, but theirs, theirs only, 
That would unseen be wicked? is this nothing?
Why, then the world and all that’s in’ t is nothing;
The covering sky is nothing; Bohemia is nothing;
My wife is nothing; nor nothing have these nothings 
If this be nothing.

(I, ii, 28^-296.)
Hermione eloquently defends herself in court 

against the charge of adultery. Reasoning calmly that life 
without the dues and honours of her wifely estate Is not 
life at all, she tranquilly defies Leontes to do worse than 
he has already.

Sir, spare you threats:
The bug which you would fright me with, I seek.
To me can life be no commodity:
The crown and comfort of my life, your favour,
I do give lost; for I do feel it gone,
But know not how it went. My second joy,
And first fruits of my body, from his presence 
I am barr'd like one infectious. My third comfort, 
Starr’d most unluckily, is from my breast,
The innocent milk in its innocent mouth,
Hal’d out to murder: myself on every post 
Proclaimed a strumpet: with immodest hatred 
The child-bed privilege denied, which ’ longs 
To women of all fashion: lastly, hurried 
Here to this place, i’ the open air, before 
I have got strength of limit. Now, my liege,
Tell me what blessings I have here alive,

That I should fear to die?
(Ill, ii, 92-109.)

If Leontes has managed to retain any sympathy in 
the audience, he loses it here. Hermione completely vin
dicates herself and the oracle' s letter confirms her.
Magic, sorrow, and the passage of the years combine to 
soften Leontes so that his joy at being reunited with 
Hermione seems almost plausible.

0, she's warm’.



If this be magic, let it be an art
Lawful as eating.

(V, iii, 110-112.)
This marriage concludes happily but it is obvious 

from the beginning the Leontes is of a cynical cast of 
mind.

Should all despair
That have revolted wives, the tenth of mankind
Would hang themselves.

(I, ii, 198-200.)
A thoughtful observer might conclude that Hermione' 

trouble might have happened, Polixenes or no.

Antigonus and Paulina

This is a foil marriage and is briefly shown, 
Antigonus being killed in the latter part of act three. 
Antigonus has a great deal more respect for Paulina than 
Leontes has for Hermione. Paulina is possessed of a busy 
tongue and does not hesitate to berate the King for his 
treatment of Hermione. Her nagging so upsets Leontes that 
he curses Antigonus for his inability to shut her up. 
Antigonus’ reply tells us more of his marriage to Paulina 
and of marriages in general than could a lengthy set of 
speeches :

Hang all the husbands
That cannot do that feat, you'11 have yourself
Hardly one subject.

(II, iii, 110-112.)

The Tempest (1611-1612)

There are no marriages in this play but it contains
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posals of marriage in the English language. It is 
Miranda’s declaration of love to Ferdinand and there can
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be few hearts unstirred by it:
I do not know
One of my sex', no woman’s face remember,
Save from my glass, my own; nor have I seen 
More that I may call men, than you, good friend,
And my dear father: how features are abroad,
I am skill-less of; bu, by my modesty,- 
The jewel of my dower,- I would not wish 
Any companion in the world but you;
Nor can imagination form a shape,
Besides yourself to like of.

(Ill, i, 1+8-57.)
The sanctity and chastity of the marriage bond are

defended by Prospero as he gives his daughter to be betrothed.
Then, as my gift, and thine own acquisition 
Worthily purchas'd, take my daughter: but 
If thou dost break her virgin know before 
All sanctimonious ceremonies may 
With full and holy rite be minister'd,
No sweet aspersion shall the heavens let fall 
To make this contract grow; but barren hate,
Sour-ey'd disdain and discord shall bestrew 
The union of your bed with weeds so loathely 
That you shall hate it both: therefore take heed,
As Hymen's lamp shall light you.

(iv, i, 13-23.)
Ferdinand's lofty resolve is equal to Prospero's 

concern:
The strong' st suggestion 
Our worser genius can, shall never 
Melt mine honour into lust, to take 
Away the edge of that day's celebration.

(Iv, i, 26-29.)
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Henry the Eighth (1612-1613)

Henry and Katherine

Until Henry, disguised as a shepherd, attends
Wolsey’s dinner and sees Anne Bullen, he seems to have a
contented and happy union with Katherine. He acknowledges
their marital partnership.

Arise, and take thy place by us; half your suit 
Never name to us; you have half our power:
The other moiety, ere you ask, is given;
Repeat your will and take it.

In the plan Henry's straying from Katherine is por
trayed as the insidious work of Wolsey, who manages to 
create doubts in the King's mind about the validity of 
his twenty years marriage to Katherine. At the trial 
appointed to determine the legality of the marriage, 
Katherine recognizes Wolsey for what he is.

I do believe,
Induced by potent circumstances, that 
You are mine enemy; and make my challenge 
You shall not be my judge; for It is you 
Have blown this coal betwixt ray lord and me,
Which God's dew quench!

(II, iv, 73-78.)
She stalks from the court and in effect the marriage 

of Henry and Katherine is at an end. As she leaves, Henry 
pronounces an epitaph on their marriage, a declaration that 
Katherine has in all ways been true and faithful:

Go thy ways, Kate:
The man i' the world who shall report he has 
A better wife, let him in naught be trusted 
For speaking false in that. Thou are alone 
- If thy rare qualities, sweet gentleness,
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Thy meekness saintlike, wifelike government,
Obeying in commanding, and thy parts 
Soverign and pious else, could speak thee out- 
The queen of earthly heavens, She's noble born 
And like her true nobility she has 
Carried herself towards me.

(II, iv, 131-114-1 -)

Henry and Anne Bullen

Henry and Anne exchange no speeches during the play. 
The only instance during which they are together on stage is 
the dinner given by Wolsey, where Henry addresses Anne twice 

but receives no reply.
The fairest hand I ever touch'd'.
0 beauty, till now I never knew thee'.

(I, iv, 75-76.)
Concerning Henry's divorce of Katherine, Norfolk 

concurs that it is Wolsey's work.
This is the cardinal's doing, the king-cardinal:
That blind priest, like the eldest son of fortune,
Turns what he lists, the king, will know him one day.

(II, ii, 20-22.)
The feelings of Henry for Anne in marriage can only 

be guessed at. Perhaps a speech of a gentleman at the 
coronation gives some idea of how Henry regarded her.

Thou has the sweetest face I ever look'd on.-
Sir, as I have a soul, she is an angel;
Our king has all the Indies in his arms,
And more and richer, when he strains that lady:
1 cannot blame his conscience.

(IV, i, I4.3-I4.7-)

Two Noble Kinsmen (1612-1613)

Theseus and Hippolyta
t
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This is the only marriage to occur in the play.
It is a foil marriage against the background of which the 
struggles of Palamon and Arcite may be carried on. The 
union takes place at the outset of the play and Theseus 
leaves immediately for war with Thebes. The dialogue 
between the partners, when it occurs at all, is wooden and 
formal and lacks the spark of personality,.



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION

Marriage in the plays of Shakespeare appears in a 
discernible pattern that is repeated again and again. Its 
ultimate ideal is a union blessed by God or the gods with a 
proper ceremony, after which the partners observe their 
vows in a life unmarked by any excessive passion save an 
occasional jealousy. Almost invariably the partners are 
portrayed as, if not quietly loving, then at least as show
ing, to the other partner a correctness that embodies an im
plicit observance of the marriage vow. This observance of 
the marriage vow takes the form of repeated utterances 
about the unity, the sanctity, and the completeness with 
which the partners are bound to one another. The formula 
is most clearly and ideally expressed by Prospero in The 
Tempest:

If thou dost break her virgin knot before
All sanctimonious ceremonies may
With full and holy rite be ministered,
No sweet aspersion shall the Heavens let fall 
To make this contract grow; but barren hate 
Sour-eyed disdain, and discord shall bestrew 
The union of your bed with weeds so loathly 
That you shall hate it both. Therefore take heed,
As Hymen* s lamps shall light you.

It would be inaccurate to use such a threadbare word 
as "happy" as a measure in estimating the emotional tenor 
of marriages which reflect standards of conduct between men 
and women far removed from our time. If however to use the
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word "happy” as designating in this case a correctness 
toward the other partner and a respect for the marriage 
vow, then it is accurate to say that of the forty-nine 
marriages represented in Shakespeare’s plays, thirty-nine 
are "happy." Not all these marriages show both partners 
exhibiting the fullness of love and sacrifice which ideal
ly make marriage a desirable way of living. Some of the 
matings are foil matches, marital sketches devised as back
ground or counterpoint to other more important matters.
Even these are correct and display little evidence of mari
tal strife and rancor.

\

When marriage is gainsaid, as it is by Rosaline in 
As You Like It, (IV, i, 153-155.)» the sentiment is not 
condemnatory but more in the nature of a sage look at what 
awaits the abatement of first fervor. Except for those 
newly married, as for example, Jessica and Lorenzo, Romeo 
and Juliet, Portia and Bassanio, there is not much thought
ful exchange of affection. The passions of young love have 
given way to the daily conventionalities of "good wife" and 
"kind husband." If devotion is shown at all, it is usually 
expressed by the female partner and this perhaps reflects 
the social attitudes of the times in which the plays were 
written. Men were dominant in society and position did 
not need to seek its due.

Of adultery there is little. It occurs twice in 
actuality and once by an intent which is frustrated in

I ...................................
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achievement. Tamora and Aaron in Titus Andronicus merely 
cuckold Saturninus in an alliance begun before captivity 
forced them into new roles. The story of Antony and 
Cleopatra is essentially adulterous and could hardly have 
been handled otherwise. Bertram in All's Well That Ends 
Well is the only other case of a partner actively seeking 
adulterous union.

Jealousy is the only other marital vice that occurs 
with any frequency and to evade portraying it in marriage 
could be to fail to provide nature with her mirror. It 
takes place only as incident to strong mutual passions and 
it is usually the man who Is the jealous partner. With the 
notable and tragic exception of Othello and Desdemona, the 
heated strife engendered by jealousy is calmed at the end 
of a play by the sometimes contrived resumption of marital 
relations.

Besides an occasional play to the pit, there is no 
smut connected with the marriage speeches. If talk turns 
bawdy, as it frequently does, it is always with a laugh and 
never with a leer. Gratiano and Nerissa, enthusiastic at 
their coming marriage, engage in some creative wagering.

Gratiano. We'll play with them, the first boy 
for a thousand ducats.

Nerissa. What, and stake down?
Gratiano. No; we shall ne' er win at that sport, 

and stake down.
(Ill, ii, 216-220.)

The physical delights of marriage when set forth are



done so with good taste, as in the words of Aufidius in 
Coriolanus:

I lov'd the maid I married; never man 
sigh'd truer breath; but that I see thee here,
Thou noble thing'. More dances my rapt heart 
Than when I first my wedded mistress saw 
Bestride my threshold.

(iv, ii, 11 3-1 1 7 .)
Since the object of most marriages in the Elizabethan 

era in which Shakespeare lived was children and the continu
ing of one's stock, it could be expected that marriages in 
the plays would show small children as integral parts of a 
mature union. They are not so seen. The difficulty of 
finding very young child actors may have been an obstacle. 
Children when they appear at all are mere stage furniture 
and significant speeches between child and parent are not 
heard.

The marriages in Shakespeare's first period of 
authorship, from 1590 to 1597, are for the most part wooden 
and lacking in depth. The characters are either bound to 
their historical originals, as Henry VI and Queen Margaret, 
or else are capable only of stock "marriage speeches," as 
seen by Saturninus' dialogue in Titus Andronicus. Jealousy 
occurs but once, in The Comedy of Errors, between Antipholus 
of Ephesus and Adriana. As the period draws to a close, the 
characters involved in the marriages begin to assume a more 
life-like stance as Romeo and Juliet show the folly of 
headlong passion, and Petruchio, with cunning bravado,
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tames a recalcitrant wife
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The second period, from 1597 to 1600, begins with a 
portrayal of three delightful marital relationships in The 
Merchant of Venice. It is the most blissful of all the 
periods of composition - there is no jealousy, adultery, or 
marital strife of any kind. Only a few of the marriages 
portrayed here are deeply mature but the sincerity and 
tender regard in the matches of Brutus and Portia, Hotspur 
and Lady Percy, more than make up for the sketches of 
Caesar and Calpurnia, and Lord and Lady Mortimer.

The third period from 1600 to 1608 is in sharp and 
troubled contrast to the preceding two. With the possible 
exception of Mr. and Mrs. Page in The Merry Wives of 
Windsor, virtually every marriage is marred by some species 
of marital disease and is shown under less than ideal con
ditions. Jealousy, adultery, and bitter argument occur re
peatedly. Jealousy results in murder in Othello. Macbeth 
and his Lady show loving regard for each other, but against 
a background of murder and madness. Bertram and Antony re
ject dutiful wives to seek adulterous unions. Even the 
marital sketches, like Hector and Andromache, are blighted 
by cross purposes. The compensating factor is depth of 
character. Antony, alternately weak and strong, is attrac
ted by women and succumbs knowingly to his chief weakness. 
Cordelia, the perfection of filial piety, manages to combine 
great love for both husband and father. Desdemona wrings 
tragedy from the shrinking tenderness of a woman unjustly
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and helplessly accused.
The last period of composition, from 1608 to 1613» 

ends the portrayal of marriage as It began, happily. The 
difference is that the bliss shown now is not unalloyed. 
Married couples win each other but only, as in the case of 
Posthumus and Imogen, after a trying time of mutual test
ing. Reunions, like that of Pericles and Thaisa, are ac
complished after much pain and trial. The marriages in 
Shakespeare’s plays are of all kinds. It is possible to 
find a dramatic prototype for virtually any modern marital
situation, from the domineering mother-in-law in Volumnia

\

to the wife-dominated husband in the Duke of Albany. But
despite the faults which seem to assume a great deal of
importance in Shakespeare's marriages, the one impression
that remains can be found in the joyful words of the wedding
song from As You Like It:

Wedding is great Juno's crown;
0 blessed bond of bed and board'.
' Tis Hymen peoples every town;
High wedlock then he honored;
Honour, high honour, and renown,
To Hymen, god of every town.

(V, iv, 1^6-152.)
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Lavinia X Ye: No Yes
Saturninus X íes No Yes Yes
Tamora X To Yes No Ye: No
Petruchio X íes No Yes Ye: A wife
Katherine X íes No Yes Ye:¡Yes too dutiful,
Lord Canulet X Yes No Yes
Lady Capulet X Yes No Yes Yes Yoke mates,
Romeo X Yes No YesYes Brief
Juliet X Yes No YesYes Yes bliss.
Richard II X Yes No YesYes Good queen.
His Queen X Yes No Yes Yes poor king.
Oberon X Fairies.
Titania X



112



113



114

Shakespeare 1s
Married
Couples Ha

pp
y

Ne
ut
ra
l

Un
ha
pp
y

Lo
ve
s 

pa
rt
ne
r

Ad
ul
te
ry

Tr
us
ti
ng

Af
fe
ct
io
na
te

Ob
ed
ie
nt

Remarks

Coriolanus X Yes No Tes Yes 3ossessive
Virgilia X Yes No res Yes Yes nother.

Pericles X Yes No Yes Yes
Thaisa X Yes No Yes Yes Yes
Cleon X Yes No Yes
Dionyza X Yes No
Cymbeline X Yes No Yes Yes A deceiving
His Queen\ X No No No No wife o
Pos thumus X Yes No No Yes Overconfidei
Imogen X Yes No Yes Yes Yes husband.
Leontes X Yes No No Yes
Hermione X Yes No Yes Yes Yes
Antigonus X Yes No Yes Yes
Paulina X

►
Yes No Yes Yes

Henry VIII X Yes No Yes Yes
Queen Katherine X Yes No Yes Yes Ye;
Henry VIII X Yes No
Anne Bullen
Theseus X Yes
Hippolyta X Yes





116

Bacon, Francis, "Of Love," Essays, London: Oxford 
University Press, 1937.

Becon, Thomas, The Catachisme of Thomas Becon. London, 
1581.

Brathwayt, Richard, Essays upon the Five Senses. London,
1625.

Butler, Pierce, Materials For The Life Of Shakespeare.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1930»

Dickey, Franklin. Not Wisely But Too Well. San Marino:
The Huntington Library, 1957•

Erasmus, Desiderius. A ryght fruteful Epystle devysed 
by the most excellent Clerke Erasmus in laude and 
prayse of matrymony translated by Richard Tavernour, 
London, 1530 (?).

Fuller, Thomas, The Holy State and The Profane State. 
London, 161+2.

Gouge, William. Of Domesticall Duties. London, l63i+.
Harris, Frank. The Women of Shakespeare. London: Methuen 

and Company, ltd., 1911.
Herford, C. H.: Shakespeare1s Treatment of Love and

Marriage and Other Essays. London; T. Fisher Unwin, 
Ltd., 1921.

Horne, H. H. Shakespeare* s Philosophy of Love. Raleigh: 
Edwards and Broughton, 19̂ +5.

Jameson, Anna B, Shakespeare’s Heroines: Characteristics 
6f Women, Moral, Political, and Historical. Phila
delphia: Henry Altemus, 1699.

Kellett, E. E. "Shakespeare and Marriage," Suggestions 
London: Cambridge University Press, 1923.

Lake, Osmund. A Probe Theologicall. London, 1612.
Lenton, Francis. Characterisml: Or Lenton's Leasures 

Expressed in Essays. London, 1631.
Lewis, C. S. The Allegory of Love. London: Oxford 

University Press, 1938.



Mackenzie, Agnes Mure. The Women in Shakespeare* s Plays 
Garden City: Doubleday, 1921;.

117

Meehan, James. "Betrothal," Catholic Encyclopedia, II 
(1913), 538.

Nicholles, Alexander. A Discourse of Marriage and Wiving. 
London, 1615. Reprinted in the Harleian Miscellany, 
London, 1809.

Owst, G. R. Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1961.

Pearson, Lu Emily. Elizabethans at Home. Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1957 o

de la Primaudaye, Pierre. The French Academie. London,
1618.

Selden, John. Table Talk. London, 1689.
Smith, Henry. "A Preparative To Mariage," The Sermons 

of Master Henry Smith. London, 1591.
Snawsell, Robert. A looking glasse for Maried Folkes. 

London, 1610.
Stoll, E. E. Shakespeare's Young Lovers. London:

Oxford University Press, 1937.
Vyvyan, John. Shakespeare and The Rose of Love 

York: Barnes and Noble, I960.
New


	table of Contents 
	I. A Survey of Shakespearean Scholarship On Love and Marriage
	II. Marriage in Shakespeare's Time
	III. Marriage "In the Workshop"
	IV. Marriage "In the World"
	V. Marriage "Out of the Depths"
	VI. Marriage "On the Heights"
	VII. Conclusion

	Appendix
	Bibliography

